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did not promote the doctrine of ten ~ e j i r o t . ~  Moreover, Adolph Jelli- 

The Doctrine of Sefirot 
in the Prophetic Kabbalah of Abraham Abulafia 

~ P J +  0 4  

Tvpological Clussljication of Theosophic and Ecstatic Kabbalah in Mo- 
dern Scholurship 

Perhaps the most significant typological remark offered by Gershom 
Scholem in his seminal work, Major Trends in Jewish bfysticism, is the 
distinction he makes between "two opposing schools of thought in 
Spanish Kabbalism," the ecstatic and theosophical kabbalah. The re- 
presentative example of the former is the figure of Abraham Abulafia 
and that of the latter the Zohur.' Scholem, of course, was not the fust 
scholar to appreciate the fundamental difference in orientation between 
the writings of Abulafia and other kabbalistic sources. Indeed, the very 
beginnings of modern scholarship on Abulafia, represented by Meyer 
Heinrich Landauer, is marked by the claim that Abulafia's kabbalah 

* Part 11 will be published in the next issue. - Earlier drafts of this study were ~ x a d  at 
the 25th Annual Meeting of the Association for Jewish Studies, held in Boston, Massa- 
chusetts December 12, 1993, and at a seminar for the faculty and graduate students of 
the Depament  of Near Eastern and Judaic Studies, Brandeis University, February 9, 
1994. The final draft has been enhanced by comments that I received from the respecti%% 
audience on both of those occasions I would also like to thank Professor Moshe Idel who 
carefully read this study and offered some suggestions that have been adopted. - The 
following abbreviations are used to refer to manuscript repositories cited in the notes to 
this study: MS London-BM: London, British Museum; MS Milan-BA: Milan, Bibliotaa 
Ambrosiana; MS Munich-BS: Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek; MS NY-JTSA: New 
York, Jewish Theolwcal Seminary of America; MS Oxford-BL: Oxford, Bodleian 
Library (cited according to the Neubauer number); MS Paris-EN: Pari$ Bibliothhw 
Nationale; MS Vatican-BA : Vatican. Biblioteca Apostolica. 

I Mujor Trendr in Jew& Mysticism (New York, 1956), p. 124. See idem, Ha- 
Qubbuluh shel k j e r  hu-Temw?nh we-.&el 'Avruhant 'Abul'afiyah, ed. J. Ben-Shlomo (& 
~ l e m ,  1965). pp. 85-94, 107, 127.- 128; idem. Kabbalah (Jerusalem, 1974), pp. 53-55. 

nek, in part responding to Landauer's mistaken claim that Abulafia 
was the author of the Zohar, clearly isolated the Abulafian mystical 
system as a distinct "kabbalistische ~chule , "~  which he designated (on 
the basis of Abulafia's own writings) as "prophetische ~abbala."' The 
impact of Jellinek's distinction can be seen in Heinrich Graetz's typi- 
cally pointed observation regarding Abulafia: "Even the trite Kabbala 
as comonly  accepted, with its doctrine about the Sefiroth, did not 
satisfy his soul. ... He, a Kabbalist, criticised the unsoundness of this 
mystic theory so severely and correctly that 'it is surprising that he 
should have conceived still more insane notionsm5 Scholem too builds 
upon the nascent typological classification of Jellinek, but he is to be 
given credit for providing a richer phenomenological sketch of the two 
kabbalistic currents and presenting a more comprehensive treatment of 
the prophetic kabbalah reflected in the writings of Abulafia and ~ L S  

disciples6 Leaving aside the appropriateness of Scholem's delineation 
of ecstatic or  prophetic kabbalah as a form of Spanish kabbalism - a 
point contested by Moshe lde17 - there can be little doubt of the 

' See Scholem, Hu-Quhbuluh shel Sekr ha-Temunuh, pp. 98-99; R .  Kiener, .'From 
Ba'ul hu-Zohar to Prophet to Ecstatic: The Victssitudes of Abulafia in Contemporary 
Scholanhip," in Grshom Scholem's Mujor Trrnlls in Jewish M~vsricktn. 50 Yeurs Afier, 
ed. £? Schafer and J. Dan (Tiibingen, 1993). pp. 146- 149. 

See A. Jellinek. Auswahl kahbulistischer M~jstik (Leipzig, 1853), p. 18. 
* See Jellinek, Ausnvahl , pp. 24-26; idem, Philosophie wid Kubbalu (Leipzig, 1854), 

Erstes Heft. p. xi; and the remarks of Kiener, "From Ba'ul ha-Zokr  to Prophet to 
Ecstatic," pp. 149-152. It is of interest to recall that in Philusoph~e und Kubhulu, p. XI, 
n. 15, Jellinek cites a passlye from Zuhur 3: 138b- 139a concerning the cleaving of Israel 
to the divine name in conjunction with the description of the goal of prophetic kabbalah 
as knowledge of the divine n m e s  Although it obviously would be wrong to collapse the 
idea of cleavtng to the name in wharic literature to the notion of devequr in ecstatic 
kabbalah, 1 think there is still merit in the tacit assumption of Jellinek's approach, viz., 
theosophic kabbalists and ecstatic Irabbakts were likely drawing from a common motif 
that placed the cleaving to God's oame at the center of Jewish spirituality. 

History of the Jews (Philadelphia, 1894). 4: 44-5. 
Noted as well by Kiener. "From Bu b l  ha-Zoiz~r to Prophet to Ecstatic," pp. 152- 

157. The history of Scholem's scholarship on Abulafia and its larger impact on the 
academic study of Jewish mysticism is reviewed by M. Idel, "The Contribution of 
Abrdham Abulafia's Kabbalah to the Understanding of Jewish Mysticism," in Gershom 
Scholem's Major Trettak in Jewish Mysficisn. 50 Years After, pp. 1 17- 143. 

Idel has emphasized that ecstatic kabbalah developed primarily in Italy, Gre- and 
Palestine, especiaUy the Upper Galilee, due to the banishment of Abulafia from Spain by 
Solomon ben Abraham ibn Adret. Abulafia lived in Italy from 1279 to at least 129 1, the 
k t  date for which we have any biographical data. Sce M. Idel, lunguuge, Torah, and 
Hermerwuiics in Abruhunz Abulajia (Albany, 1989). p. 83; idem, Studies it1 Ecsruric 
kizbbulah (Albany, 1988), pp. 91 - 101. The major tenets of Abulafian kabbalah, in 
turn, had a substantial impact on Safedm kabbalah in the sixteenth century and 
East-European Hasidism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries See Idel, Srudies 



ElIiot R. Wolfson JSQ 2 The Doctrine of Sefirot 

soundness of the distinction that he makes between two major forms 
of kabbalah expressed in the last decades of the thirteenth century, the 
one focused on the hypostatic conception of the Godhead and the 
other focused on the cultivation of meditative practices that lead to 
prophetic and unitive states 

Several other scholars have touched upon this typological classif1~- 
tion of late-thirteenthcentury kabbalah,8 but no one has appropriated 
it more centrally than Idel in several works and most conspicuously in 
Kabbalah: New Perspectives. In this work Idel attempts to expand Scho- 
lem's typologies from their narrow historical framework by extending 
them to characterize sources that cover a much wider chronologid 
range. For Idel the two major trends of kabbalah, the theosophical- 
theurgical (the latter term is Idel's very significant addition to Scholem's 
turn of phrase) and the ecstatic, represent first and foremost religious 
orientations9 Notwithstanding this important shift in methodology and 
the many new insights into the vast corpus of Abulafia and his fol- 
lowers that one finds in the studies of Idel, there is a basic agreement 
between the latter and Scholem inasmuch as both scholars have no& 
the typological difference between Abulafia's ecstatic or prophetic kab- 
balah and the theosophical kabbalah.'' Idel's own research has 
strengthened Scholem's classification by charting in a more systematic 
way what he considers to be the basic phenomenological differences 
between the theosophic kabbalah and the ecstatic kabbalah with respect 
to such central issues as hermeneutics and the symbolic view of lan- 

in Ecstatic Kabbalah, pp. vii-ix; idem, "Maimonides tnd Kabbalah," in Studies in 
Maimonrh.~, ed. I .  Twersky (Cambridge, Mass and London, 1990), p. 56; and, most 
recently, "Abraham Abulafia's Kabbalah," pp. 124-127. Idel's critique of c a h g  the 
Abulafian and zoharic trends of Jewish mysticism "two opposing schools of thought 
in Spanish kabbalism also turns on his assumption that both theosophic kabbalah and 
ecstatic kabbalah draw upon earlier sources that well precede the thirteenth-century 
Spanish milieu. See "Abraham Abulafia's Kabbalah," p. 127, and references to other 
stuhes of Idel gven in M. 59-60 ad locum. The challenge to calling Abulafia's m y s t i d  
a form of Spanish kabbalism does not, of course, deny the obvious fact that Abul&a had 
&sciples in Spain whom he taught directly as he himself records in an autobiographical 
passage from 'Osur 'Eden Gmuz printed in A. Jellinek, Ber ha-Midrush, 3rd ed. (k- 
usalem, 1967), 3: xli. See Scholem, Major Trends, p. 127; idem, Ha-Qabbaluh she1 Si& 
hu-Temunah, p p  100-101. 

* See, e.g., E. Gottlieb, Studies in the Kubbala Lirerature, ed. J. Hacker @el-Avk, 
1976), pp. 38-55 (in Hebrew). 

M. Idel. Kabbalah: New Perspectives (New Haven and London, 1988), pp. xi-xx. 
n. 7 above and n. 1 l below. 

l o  The point has been noted by H. Tirosh-Rothschdd, "Continuity and Revision in the 
Studv of the Kabbalah," AJS Review 16 ( 199 1): 175; see also Kiener, "From &i'd ha 

guage, the theurgical role of the commandments, and the theosophic 
structure of divinity. ' ' 

One of the consequences of this typological distinction has been the 
neglect of scholars to deal comprehensively with the doctrine of se%t 
in Abulafia's mystical thought and praxis, although both Scholem and 
ldel have made important observations on thls topic. The following as- 
sessment is given by Scholem in hls lecture notes (dated February 24, 
1965): 

The essence for Abulafia is not the ten sefirot, but the twenty-two letters. 
With respect to the matter of the sefirot and the traditional kabbalah, these 
are a vague entity and Abulafia's relationship underwent various changes and 
it was not unequivocal. In any event, the matter of the sefirot was not the 
essence and certainly not the symbolic doctrines of creation and the hidden 
life of God. [The sefirot] appear occasionally in his books and he plays with 
kabbalistic terminology ... but he also acts this way with Christian terminol- 
ogy and certainly he does not relate to this with seriousness (the Trinity 
etc.)." His use of sefirot is a matter that is marginal in his teaching, and the 
essence for him is the great principle of the structure of the decade in the crea- 
tion of the world. He is not, however, drawn after the specific problem of the 
sefirot even though he speaks about them. l 3  

On a more positive note Scholem remarks that in the writings of Abu- 
lafia the ten sefirot are identified as the pure forms of the separate in- 
tellects: "In contrast to the kabbalists for whom the intellects are cre- 
ated and their place is after the sejirot, which emanated from the Ein- 
Sof, for Abulafia there is no distinction between the sefirot and the in- 
tellect~."'~ In a third passage from the same lecture Scholem again ad- 
dresses Abulafia's conception of the sejirot and more generally his am- 
biguous and equivocal attitude toward theosophic kabbalah. As Scho- 
lem notes in that context, there are instances wherein Abulafia relates 
positively to the sefirotic kabbalah and there are instances wherein he 
criticizes it rather harshly. In general he sees the matter of the s e m i  
as the preliminary aspect of kabbalah (derived from Sefer Yesiruh) that 

" See the following works of Moshe Idel: "The Writings of Abraham Abulafia and 
His Teachmg," Ph.D. dissertation, Hebrew University, 1976. pp. 434-449 (in Hebrew); 
The Mysrical Experience in Abrahum Abulafw (Albany, 1988), pp. 7-10; Studies in 
Ecsturic KubbaW1, pp. vii-ix, 18- 1 9; Language. Toruh, UllCl Hermeneutics, pp. ix-xvii; 
Kabbalah: New Perspectives, pp. 200-210; " D e f i g  Kabbalah: The Kabbalah of the 
Divine Names," in Mysrics ofthe Book: Themes, Topics and Typologies, ed. R. A. Herrera 
(New York, 1993), pp. 97- 122, esp. 104- 1 1 1 ; "Abraham Abulafia's Kabbalah," pp. 1 28- 
I an 
a d " .  

'% below n. 101. 
Ha-Qabbuluh shel Sefer ha-Temunah, p. 129 

14 Ibid., p. 130. 
Zohar to Prophet to Ecsta~c." 
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precedes the more important matter of the letters, but in some passages 
he clearly advocates a notion of meditation on the sefirot themselves 
that results in the contemplative conjunction of the kabbalist.15 Abula- 
fia adopts a philosophical interpretation of the sefirot by identifying 
them with the separate intellects, but he also preserves something of 
the theosophic approach of the kabbalists who identified the sefirot as 
the divine potencies This last point is significant and it is worthwhile 
citing Scholem verbatim: "There is also a definition of the divine 
sefirot according to the ways of Maimonidean philosophy. ... From an- 
other pespective there are instances wherein he accepts the matter of 
the sejirot and their identification with God since they are the p ten-  
cies of God. That is to say, in his approach there is a discernible wa- 
vering."16 Scholem did not intend by this observation to challenge his 
own typological characterization of prophetic kabbalah as distinct from 
theosophic kabbalah. But it is of consequence that in these lecture 
notes, composed twenty-four years after the publication of Major 
Trends in Jewish Mysticism, Scholem made a point of noting that Abu- 
lafia oscillated between a philosophic and theosophic understanding of 
the sefirot. 

A different approach to the question of Abulafia's treatment of the 
sefirot is found in the studies of Idel. In consonance with Scholem, Idel 
has noted the cosmological interpretation of the sefirot as separate in- 
tellects" He deviates from Scholem, however, by emphasizing Abula- 
fia's psychological understanding of the scfirot as internal states of hu- 
man experience.lx That is, in many of the passages wherein Abulafia 
employs the language of theosophic kabbalah to discuss the sefuot he 
has in fact reinterpreted his sources in a psychological way. Hence, 
what Scholem understood to be a fluctuation between the theosophical 
and the philosophical understanding of the sefir(~t may be explained as 
a psychological explanation of the divine potencies based in fact on 
certain epistemological and metaphysical assumptions The issue, then, 

l 5  Ibid., p. 153. By contrast. Idel (Studies m Ecstulrc Kabbalah, p. 99. n. 26) concludes 
that Abulalia .'did not deal in pneumatic contemplation of ten sefiroi." 

l 6  Hu-Qubbuluh shel Se@r ha-Temuwh, p. 1 54. 
" See Idel, "Writings of Abraham Abulafia," pp. 436438; idem, Lunguoge, Torah. 

and Hermeneutics, p. 33, and the brief discussion in 1. Weinstock. Perush Se&r Yesirok 
'Almoni mi- Yesodo shel Rubbi '.4vrahm 'Ah~l'~fiyu'(Jentsalem, 1984), pp. 1 1-14 of the 
Introduction. 

See Idel, "Writings of Abraham Abulafia," p. 438; idem, KubhuWz: New Perspec- 
rrves, pp. 146- 149, 204; idem, Hustdm Brrween Ecsrasy and Mugzc (Albany. 1995), 
pp. 228-232 
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is not that Abulafia vacillated but that he absorbed and recontextua- 
lized theosophical modes of discourse. 

In spite of the important contributions of Scholem and Idel briefly 
summarized above, what is still lacking is a comprehensive analysis of 
the sefirat in the thought of Abulafia. The purpose of this study is to 
fill that lacuna by reconsidering the role played by the sefirot in Abula- 
fia's overall conception of kabbalah designated most frequently by him 
as the "tradition of the names" (qubbalat ha-shemot) or the "prophetic 
tradition" (qabbalah nevu 'it). l Y  Before proceeding to an analysis of 
Abulafia's treatment of the sefirot, however, it i i  necessary to review 
several of the literary contexts wherein Abulafia himself posits a typo- 
logical classification of the different kinds of kabbalah. This discussion, 
in turn, will necessitate a careful examination of Abulafia's appropria- 
tion of theosophic symbolism and modes of discourse. A reexamination 
of these issues will set the proper framework for an appreciation of the 
place occupied by the sefirot in Abulafia's thinking. 

Typological Cluss~ficution of Two Kinds of lYabbaluh in Abulaju k 
Writings 

At the outset let me reflect on the passage in the epistle We-Zot li- 
Yehudah, sent to Judah Salomon sometime in the late 1280% wherein 
Abulafia distinguished between two types of kabbalah, in his language, 
shene mine qubbalah, the tradition of divine names, qabbalat ha-shemot, 
and the tradition of the sefirotic potencies, qabbalat ha-~efirot.~' The 
work was published by Adolf Jellinek in 1853 and thus served as an 
important source for nineteenth- and twentiethcentury historians who 
have attempted to present the development of medieval Jewish mysti- 
cism. Several of the modem scholars who a f f i  this typological classi- 
fication have based their views on this passage.21 It is important to em- 

I9 See Idel, "Writings of Abraham Abulafu," pp. 438-440, Lwrgwge, Torah, und 
Hermeneutics R. ix. 

20 ~ w a h l , ' ~ .  19 (Hebrew section); see also p. 15. 
21 See Auswahl, pp. 20-25. Although Scholem does not cite the critical passage 

directly, it is evident from the notes to the chapter on Abulafm in Major Trends that 
he utihed this work of A W l a  edited by Jellinek. See idem, Ha-Qubbalah shel Sr/er ha- 
TemlmcJr, p 154. Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p xii, refers directly to ttus passage. 
In "'Abraham Abdafia's Kabbalah," p. 127, n. 53, ldel refers to this source to substantiate 
the claim that Ahulafia hunself dstinguished between two forms of kabbalah in the lare 
thirteenth century. See also idem, "Defining Kabbalah," p p  106- 107 and 109- 1 10, 
where it is again this epistle of Abulafi that is cited as support for the distinction between 
two types of kabbalah. 
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phasize that the tone of this letter is entirely polemical and self-justifi- 
catory, That is, the purpose of the document is to legitimate the 
author's own enterprise in the eyes of his reader. It is in the context of 
this letter that ~bulaf ia  responds in a rather acerbic manner to the &- 
ticism of him by Solomon ben Abraham ibn ~ d r e t . ' ~  The strategy 
adopted by ~bu la i i a  to promote his own intellectual agenda was to de- 
marcate his orientation over and against the views of others, including 
the talmudists, philosophers, and kabbalists primarily interested in ex- 
pounding the doctrine of the sefirot. The distinction between the two 
types of kabbalah has to be seen as part of this larger project.23 

Appreciating the highly polemical nature of this context provides a 
key for understanding the rhyme and reason of Abulafia's adoption of 
a typological approach. The sharp angle of Abulafia's presentation is 
determined by the immediate concern to validate his own position." 

22 Solomon ben Abraham ibn Adret, Responw (Vienna, 18 12), no. 548,71c-72a. See 
Jellinek, Au.wah1, p. 21; Scholem, Major Trends, p. 379, n. 30; Idel, Studies in Ecstatic 
Kabbalah, p. 30, n. 11 1 .  A rather strident attack on Abdafia is found as weU in the 
introduction to Judah Hayyat's M i n k ;  Yehudah, his commentary on Ma'arekhef ha- 
'Elohur (Mantua, 1558), 3b (see Jellinek, Auswuhl, p. 25, n. 14; Scholem, Major Trena!s, 
p. 124; Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, p. 145, n. 2 7 .  Hayyat supports his discrediting 
of Abulafia by refemng to the aforementioned comment of the Rashba. 

23 See S. Bemfeld, Da'at 'Elohim (Warsaw, 1897). p. 387. Although Bemfeld well 
understood the need to see the typological cla4cation in a polemical context, his 
characterization of Abulafii's interpretation of the sejiror as "only combinations of 
the names, which are activities of the unique God" is insufficient and misleading. The 
situation is much more complex and nuanced. 

24 Idel, "Def-g Kabbalah," pp. 106-107 and 109-110, already noted that the 
typological approach exempMied in We-Zor 1;- Yehudoh is based on Abulafia's religious 
struggle with the Rashba and his consequent desire to demonstrate the superiority of his 
own kabbalah. See also Scholem, Ha-Qabbalah she1 Se/r ha-Temunah, p 99. A more 
positive role may also be assigned to Abulafia's appropriation of qabbalat ha-sefimt in 
thls process, i.e., Abulafia does not only reject the theosophlc kabbalah but he shows how 
hls own prophetic kabbalah embraces two parts, qabbalat ha-sefirot and qabbalat hp. 
shemot. Mention should be made of the fact that in 'Opr ' E h  Ganuz, M S  Oxford-BL 
1580, fols 146b- 147a, Abulafia sharply criticizes practioners of magc (bu 'ale hu-shemat) 
who falsely lay claim to the true kabbalah: "They think that they succeeded in the matter 
of the true kabbalah and they boast of the knowledge of the names They think that the 
way received by them is the true way, but in relation to us it is the final limit of falsehood 
These foolish people have no mind (literally, scales of intellect) upon which to weigh tfae 
truth." Ln the continuation of this text Abulafia refers to these individuals as "evil 
forgerers" and "deceitful wicked ones" who seek wealth, power, and glory in an ongoing 
pursuit after the vanities of the world. Abulafia also mentions in this context the written 
works of heretics and infidels Cf. ibid., fols 145a and 149h For a critique of the m a g d  
practices of the ba'ale shemor, cf. the epistle Sheva' Netivot ha-Torah, in Philosophie wrd 
Kabbala, p 22. See Idel, "Writings of Abraham Abdafia," p 129; idem, "Histoncai 
Introduction," in Joseph Gikatilla, Sha 'are Orah: Gates oJ'Light, trans A. Weinstein (San 
Francisco, 1994), p. xxxiii, n. 33. The defensive quality of Abulafia's thinking is evident in 
the autobiographical visionary tract, Sefer ha-'Of, composed between 1285 and 1288. 
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Abulafia's kabbalah, called in this text the tradition of the names, 
qabbulat ha-shemot, is set off in a clear and distinct way from the o p  
posing party, those who espouse the tradition of the divine potencies, 
qabbalat ha-sefirot. In an effort to legitimate his own teaching and 
thereby defend himself against the attacks of the Rashba, who is to be 
counted amongst those who focus exclusively on qubbalut ha-sefirot, 
Abulafia may have exaggerated the difference between hls own brand 
of kabbalah and those of the other kabbalists This is not to suggest 
that Abulafia advocated or even remotely intimated that the two kinds 
of kabbalah could be reduced to a single religious phenomenon. My 
point is rather that the extreme contrast of the two found in this epistle 
may have been shaped by the immediate concern of justdying himself 
in light of the criticism of a leading rabbinic authority who in his mind 
belonged to the other camp. Indeed, as I will suggest below, even in 
this document there is evidence for a more comprehensive understand- 
ing of kabbalah a f f i e d  by Abulafia embracing both yubbulut hu- 
shemot and qabbalat ha-sefirot. Abulafia did not reject the doctrine of 
the sefirot as an integral part of Jewish esotericism but only a particular 
interpretation of the sefirot that has been called in contemporary scho- 
larly literature theosophical. Granted that Abulafia harshly criticized 
those kabbalists who conceived of the sefirot as hypostatic potencies 
emanating from an infinite source of undifferentiated unity, but it is still 
necessary to investigate his own understanding of the sefirot to appreci- 
ate his conception of kabbalah in the fullest sense. The rigid polariza- 
tion of qabbalat hu-sefirot and qabbalat ha-shemot as opposing schools 
of thought may reflect the particular polemical intention of this docu- 
ment. 

Thus in one passage Zekharyahu, one of the imaginary literary personae assumed by 
Abulafia (the numerology of i n n 1  equals that of amax, Abulafia's first name), is 
instructed by God "to write a book that is at odds with the opinions of the boastful 
sages of Lsrael.. .who say, 'Why should we consider the name of the Lord, what may we 
expect of it if we mention it and how will it benefit us if we contemplate it?" Cf. A. 
Jellinek, "Sefer h a a t :  Apokalypse des Pseudo-Propheten und Pseudo-Messias Abraham 
Abulafia," in Jubelschrift zwn Siebzigsten Geburtstage &s Prof: Dr. H. Gruerz (Breslau, 
1887), p. 78. This remark, and other passages in this text, clearly indicate the frame of 
mind of someone who perceived himselfto be a maverick set against the mainstream. Cf. 
ibid., p. 79. where Zekharyahu is described as one "who destroys the edif~ce and builds 
the destruction," ha-hores ha-binyan hu-boneh ha-(u~ban. The text concludes (p. 85) with 
a divine assurance that the author should send h s  work to Spain without being afraid of 
any adverse reaction because God endorses the effort to disseminate knowledge of the 
name. In th~s  same text (p. 83) the celestial man who appears to Zekharyahu, an obvious 
reference to Mewwon who is spedcalIy named near the end of the text as Yehoel (p. M), 
is also depicted in the image of a wamor who must wage a battle against hs enemies 
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Support for my contention can be drawn both from Abulafia and 
from other Spanish kabbalists Let me begin with the latter. Do we find 
in any other thirteenthcentury kabbalistic work confirmation of Abula- 
fia's typological classification? In a number of Castilian kabbalistic 
authors, e.g., Moses de Leon, there is surely evidence for competing 
esoteric circles including the ha hie shemot, which refers in all probabid- 
ity to mystics whose primary concern consisted of theories and prac- 
tices connected to the divine names andior letters of the Hebrew alpha- 
bet rather than a hypostatic theosophy.'5 Even in so-called theosophc 
works in the second half of the thirteenth century and the beginning of 
the fourteenth, it is evident that kabbalists refer to competing theom 
phies affirmed by different groups One thinks of the remark of Isaac of 
Acre who distinguished between the kabbalists of Castile (referred to as 
Sefarad) and the kabbalists of Catalonia on the basis that the former 
received traditions regarding the demonic forces and the latter only tra- 
ditions related to the ten ~efirot.'~ The presence of such distinctions in 
kabbahstic texts notwithstanding, the sharp typological contrast set up 
by Abuldia in his letter to Judah Salomon is not found in other 
SOUTceS . 

The closest that one comes to a typological classification that paral- 
lels Abulafia is in a passage from Todros Abulafia's commentary on the 
talrnudic aggadot, ' 0 w r  ha-Kuvod, a work that is more or less contem- 
porary with the epistle We-Zot li-Yehuduh. In the context of hscussing 
the kabbalistic tradition concerning the seventy-two names of God that 
surround the throne of glory, Todros Abulafia remarks that these issues 
are far from his intention because "the tradition of the sages of diviaity 
in the mysteries of Torah (qabbalat hakhme ha-Plohut be-sitre toruh) is 
separate and the tradition of those who know the names apart from 
those that are not erased (qabbulat yod'e shernot hus me- bran she-'einan 
nirnbqin) is separate."27 Prima facie, it would seem that Todros Abula- 
fia's comment implies a distinction that is analogous to that made by 

25 See A. Farber, "On the Sources of Rabbi Moses de Leon's Early Kabbalistic 
System," in Srudies in Jewish Mysticism, Philosophy, and Erhical Literuture Presented 
lo lsuicrh Tishby on his St.venrv-/i/rh Birthday, ed. J .  Dan and J. Hacker (Jenwlem, 1986), 
pp. 67-%, esp. 87, n. 47 (in Hebrew); The Buok of the Pomegrmte: Moses de U n ' s  
Se/Z.r ha-Rimmon, ed. E .  R. Wolfson (Atlanta, 1988), p. 70, n. 4 (Hebrew section). 

26 The relevant comment of Isaac of Acre is cited by Gottlieb. Mehqarim be-S$ml ha- 
Qubbulnh, pp. 341-342, and see Y. Liebes Srurlies in the Zohar, trans A. Sch- s 
Nakache, and P. Peli (Albany, 1993). p 17.1 would llke to thank my colleague and friar4 
Boaz H u s ,  who reminded me of this well-known passage of Isaac of Acre after he heard 
the version of ths paper delivered at the annual meeting of the Association of J e d  
Studies 
" ' O p r  hu-Kavod ha-Shulern (Warsaw, 1879), 1 Ic. 
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Abraham ~bulaf ia , '~  but upon closer examination the essential differ- 
ence between the two authors comes into clear focus Todros Abulafia 
is simply asserting that it is not appropriate to disclose secrets of the 
divine names in the context of explicating the mysteries of Torah con- 
nected to the wisdom about God, for only the names that cannot be 
erased according to the talmudic proscription are indicative of the di- 
vine nature. There are different kinds of kabbalistic tradition that 
should remain distinct - the kabbalah that deals with the sejroi symbo- 
b e d  by the divine names that cannot be era+ and the kabbalah that 
deals with other, presumably magical, names of God that can be erased 
- but one is not to be privileged over the other in the manner that 
Abraham Abulafia implies in his epistle.zY In fact in this very context 
Todros Abulafia essentially affirms the veracity of the tradition that he 
does not wish to explicate: "There is no need for the words of those 
who allude in [the expression] 'uv 'anan to the seventy-two names even 
though it is known by the masters of tradition (bu'ale ha-qabballh) that 
the seventy-two names surround the throne of glory." There is no chal- 
lenge here to the substance of the kabbalah about the names. The reluc- 
tance to engage in this matter is related rather to the author's primary 
intention, which is the explication of matters pertaining to the sefirotic 
potencies. By contrast, Abraham Abulafia not only gives priority to 
one type of kabbalah in those passages that are evidently polemical in 
nature but also discredits the kabbalah based on a theosophic interpre- 
tation of the sefirot. 

It is the case, moreover, that Abulafia himself, in other passages in 
this letter as well as other writings, exemplifies a much more dialectical 
view regarding the different forms of kabbalistic expression. Thus, for 
example, in one passage in We-Zot li-Yehudah Abulafia asserts that 
there are four bases of knowledge, murgmh, muskul, mefursum, and 
mequbul, i. e., sense experience, reason (demonstrable truth), conven- 
tional opinion and received traditi~n.~' The last item consists of a source 

'* See Idel, "Writings of Abraham Abulafia," p. 438; idem, " D e f ~ n g  Kabbalah," 
p. 105; idem, "Historical Introduction," pp. xxviii-xxix. 

29 The text of Isaac ibn Abu Sahula mentioned by Idel, "Writings of Abraham 

Abulafia," p. 438 and idem, "Defining Kabbalah," p. 106, presents stronger language 
against the "fools" who boast that "they have a tradition of the names (qubbulat h- 
shemot)." It is evident from that context that ths kabbalist is speakmg about individuals 
who use the divine names for magical purposes such as prognostication. The focus of h s  
criticism, therefore, is against the misguikd practical use of divine names and not against 
a theoretical or exegetical trahtion about the divine m e s  as is found in the passage of 
Todros Abulafla (see reference in n. 27). 

M On the epistemologcal hierarchy, cf. 'Ifitre Shefir, MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 235a: "If 

you are from the Torah-true kabbalists (n~equbbale hn- 'emel ha-torit) you must know that 
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of knowledge that is not only unique to the Jewish people, but, as Abula- 
fia is quick to point out, it is hdden from most of the rabbis who are 
involved in the study of ~ a l m u d . ~ '  That tradition, qabbalah, is divided 
into two parts: (1) "the knowledge of God by way of the ten sefirot 
that are called the shoots and the one who separates them is one who 
cuts the shoots, and they reveal the secret of unity," helqe yedib22ha- 
sheirt 'a1 derekh 'eser sefirot ha-niqra bt neti'nt 'asher ha-mafrid benehem 
meqmse? ba-neti'nt we-hem megallim sod ha-yihud, and ( 2 )  "knowledge 
of God by way of the twenty-two letters, from them and their vowels 
and accents the names and the seal are compounded," yedi'at ha-shem 

whch is the goal of all kabbalah is found beyond the sensible (murgmh), beyond the 
imaginative (medummeh), and beyond the rational (muskal), for it is superior in perfection 
and uuth to every matter and order. This matter comprises all the intentions of the 
Torah." Cf. Majted  ha-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 69b, where Abulafia 
mstinguishes three types of proof: sensible, intelligible, and traditional. 

" Abulafia repeats this theme in many of his writings Ct 'lmre Shefer, MS Munich- 
BS 40, fol. 22 1 b: "Thus the wisdom of Talmud is most beneficial in terms of the principles 
and specifics in the ways of this world for our nation and in the life of the world-tocome. 
But tins matter is not equal in degree to the matter of those who know the name. By way 
of comparison the difference between the talmuhst and the one who knows the explicit 
name is like the difference between the kwish talmudist and the learned non-Jew." See 
Scholem, Ha-Qahbolah she1 Sekr ha-Temunah, p. 126. On the distinction between 
talmudists, phllosophe~ and prophets, cf. also Abulafia's Mufred ha-Shemot, MS 
NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 45b and Shomer M&ah, MS Paris-BN heh 853, fols 3% 
42a-b. Many more examples could have been mentioned, but the ones that I have noted 
are sufficient to make the point. The passage from Shomer M w a h  is especially note- 
worthy inasmuch as the full attainment of the ontic status of human being is linked to the 
transition from the c l m  of philosophers to that of the prophets. This attainment of the 
latter, moreover, is framed in decidel~ visual terms: "'You will prophesy along with them 
and you will become another man,' we-hitnabbita ' i n m  we-nehppakhra le-'id! 'a&r 
(1 Sam. 10:6). 'Be strong and show yourself a man,' we-&ayra we-hayyita &-'id 
(I kjngs 2:2). The secret [of the expression le- 'ish] is [that its letters are an acrostic for 
the colors] lavan, bdom, yaroy, and shdor  [whte, red, green, and black]. When you will 
prophesy and go in the ways of prophecy, and separate from the rest of the people who go 
in darkness, strive to &one part of the class of prophets That is to say, you will 
the influx from the overflow of the intellect until you discern that the one who is apart 
from you speaks to you in a vision or in a dream, as it says concerning thiq 'When a 
prophet of the Lord arises among you, I make Myself known to him in a vision, I speak 
with him in a dream' (Num. 12:6)." The wisdom of kabbalah and that of Talmud an: 
contrasted in Sejer h-Seruj; MS Munich-BS 22, fols 196b-197a, on the grounds that ia 
the case of the former the individual's capacity to understand on his own is the ultimate 
criterion for transmission of secrets and mystical knowledge. Cf. ibid., fols 199% 21% 

32 The Hebrew text published by Jellinek (see reference in next note) reads here &'or, 
but as Jellinek hunself suggestd A w h l ,  p. 22, n. 11, this probably should be c o d  
to jediht. I have translated the text in accordance with this suggested emendation, whicb 
is borne out by several manuscript versions that 1 examined. Cf. MSS Paris-BN h&h 774. 
fol. 64a; Paris-BN heb. 825, fol. 223a; Paris-BN hkb, 1092, fol. 159b; NY-ITSA Mic. 
1897, fol. 98b. 
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'a1 derekh kaf-bet btiyyot 'usher rnehem u-me-nequdotehem u-me- 
fa 'amehem hurkevu ha-shemot we-hu-h~temet .~~ Both of these compo- 
nents constitute the nature of kabbalah and they are included in Sefer 
Yesirah. There is no doubt regarding Abulafia's acceptance of the essen- 
tial place occupied by torut ha-sefirot in the taxonomy of the kabbalistic 
tradition. The consummate master of esoteric knowledge must know 
the "mysteries of the names and the seal together with the sefirot," sitre 
ha-shemot we-ha-hotemet 'im h a - s e f i r ~ t . ~ ~  Although Abulafia recognizes 
both components as part of kabbalah, he clearly gives priority to the 
former over the latter.35 Thus, reflecting on the sefirot and the letters, 
he observes that the "first part is prior in time with respect to the study 
of the tradition, but the second is prior to the first in terms of level, for 
it is the goal of the existence of select human beings The one who 
reaches it is the one whose intellect is actualized, and he is the one to 
whom the Lord of everything revealed Himself and disclosed to him 
His secret."36 

In another passage in the same work Abulafia describes the two 
types of kabbalah in a somewhat more conciliatory manner: "My inten- 
tion in this epistle that has been sent as a gift in honor of the distin- 

33 A m a h l ,  p. 15 (Hebrew sation). For a ddferent typological classification see S&r 

M a f i e 4  ha-Shemor, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897. fol. 55b. 
" Auswahl, p. 14. 
35 Abulafia's view concerning the priority of the twenty-two letters over the ten sefiror 

stands in marked contrast, for instance, to the position articulated by Azriel of Gerona to 
the effect that the letters are comprised w i t h  the sefiror. See Auiel's commentary to 
Sefer Yefirah 1:2 in Kitve Ramban, ed. C. D. Chavel (Jerusalem, 1964), 2453: 717 ?YI 
tmV3 HJI h,n ni7nW 3'2 ni3*n1 n"?. See, by contrast, the formulation of Isaac the 
Blind in his commentary to SeRr %irah 3:2 in (3. Scholem, Ha-QabbuWI be-Provans, 
ed. R. Scharz (Jerusalem, 1970), p. 12 of the Appendix: nix1 m# '7x1 niivDo iwv 531, and 
the parallel language in the statement of Ezra of Gerona included in Perurlr ha- 'Aggadot 
le-Rabbi Xzri'el mi-Geronrrh, ed. I .  Tishby (Jerusalem, 1945). p. 14. See also Isaac's 
statement in his commentary to Sefer Yesiruh 1 : 1, p. 1 : no'? ni'n71B l;n no' n;i nii'ooa 
nl'nW D;i 023 ;iWP1;11'13;1. The secondary ontic status of the letters as derived from the 
sefmtic potencies is also implied in Isaac's commentary to Sejer Yesirah 1:2, p. 2: nvnix 
imx nipna '72pnam 1'-uxaa slam i m  K I ~  nixam nix3 p&a mzoa nw;? 0 ~ ~ 3 ' 1  n;i 
Oeol, 3Pln. According to the formulations of Isaac and Ezra the sefirot are the inner 
essence or soul contained in each letter, whereas Aviel expresses the ontic primacy of the 
sejirar in terms of the image of the letters being comprised within the ten  firo or. Cf. the 
explanation of the term briyyot yesod in Sefer Yeszrah given by the anonymous author of. 
Shahre W y ,  ed. E .  Parusb (Jerusalem, 1989). p 28: "They called them [by the word] 
yesod because they are the foundation of the sefirot, to manifest and reveal through them 
their actions" See, however, the citation below at the end of n. 44. In that passage 
Abulafia a f f i s  the position that the letters are contained in the sejimr. It goes without 
saying that the connotation of the term sejirot is not the same in the case of Abulafia and 
-lists like Isaac the Blind and Azriel. 

Auswahl, p. 16. 
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guished sage and faithful colleague, R. Judah Salomon, is to notify him 
and all who see it that 1 have already received the first part [that con- 
sists of] knowledge of the sefirot that have been mentioned before I 
received the second part, for the second is not found until the fmt is 
found even though there is a great connection (shituf gudol) between 
the two like the connection of the animal soul and the rational."37 In 
the continuation of this passage Abulafia compares philosophy and the 
two types of kabbalah to the three souls, vegetative, animal, and ra- 
tional, as well as to the three divisions of Jews, the Israelites, Levites, 
and Priests3' Both metaphors express the hierarchical view adopted by 
Abulafia that placed prophetic kabbalah as the goal of human endeavor 
and the apex of spiritual achievement. But just as the three kinds of 
soul and the three divisions of Jews form organic wholes, so too the 
three kinds of knowledge are one entity in which every part is essential 
to the organism as a whole. The purpose of the human being is to 
acquire knowledge of the divine and each one of these three elements, 
phdosophy, the kabbalah of the sefirot, and the kabbalah of the names, 
contributes to the process, although clearly the most perfect expression 
of that knowledge is attained only by virtue of the last of these paths 
Despite the superiority of qabbalat ha-shemot there is an organic link 
connecting all three orientations and especially the tradition of the 
sefirot and the tradition of the rames. These two together constitute the 
esoteric lore of Judaism that is principally focused on knowledge of the 
divine name.39 

Analogously, in his epistle Shevu' Netivot ha-Torah Abulafia deline- 
ates the seven hemeneutical paths as foLIowsN: ( I )  peshu! or the simple, 
contextual meaning; (2) perush or the rabbinic interpretation (Mishnah 
and Talmud); (3) derash and huggadah or homiletics and narrative le- 

37 Lbid., p. 17. 
'' Ibid., p. 18. By contrast, in Shomer M&w&, MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fols 46b and 

49a, Abulafia associates the Israelitq Levite~ and Priests with the three levels of mean- 
ing in the text, the contextual, the phlosophlc, and the mystical, designated respectiveb 
as darkhe ha-peshat, darWle h u - h o M ,  and durkhe haqabbaluh ha-nevu'it. In that 
context (fols 48a-b) Abulafia also emphasizes the organic relatedness of the three level% 
although he clearly asserts that what is known through kabbalah is not attainable thro~gh 
the other two paths See n. 160 below. 

39 See Ldel, "Writings of Abraham Abulafia," p. 436 and idem, "Defining Kabbalah," 
pp. 108- 1 10. 

Philosophie urul Kdbalu, pp. 2-5. The seven paths are enumerated in slightly 
3lfferent terms by Abulafia in hs ' O p r  'Men Gunuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, 
fols 169b-171 b. See discussion in Idel, h g u n g e ,  Toruh, md Hemeneulics, pp. 82- 
109. Cf. the description of the seven approaches to peshat in Mafie& hu-Shemot, MS 
NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 76b. 
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gend; (4) mshal and ~uidah or philosophical allegory; ( 5 )  huthulut 
hokhot  seruf hu- btiyyot, the beginning of the wisdom of letter permu- 
tation, also identified as durkhe ha-yabbalof hu-torzyyot, the ways of the 
traditions derived from the Torah; (6) hashavat hu- 'otiyyot 'el hornram 
hu-ri'shon, the restoration of the letters to their first matter, and (7) the 
truth of prophecy, 'umitat ha-nevu'ah, which entails knowledge of the 
comprehension of the unique name, duht  hassagat mcrhur ha-shem ha- 
m e y e d .  For my purposes it is necessary to reflect on the description 
of the sixth path: "The name of this path comprises the secret of the 
seventy languages (shiv'im leshonot), which is'numerically equal to the 
permutation of the letters (sen@ ha- '~ti'yot),~' and this consists of re- 
storing the letters to their first matter, through recitation and thought 
by way of the ten sefirot belimah whose secret is holy, and everything4' 
that is holy is not less than ten."43 It is evident from the further de- 
scription of this path that, the prevailing concern here is linguistic and, 
more specifically, it entails the decomposition of scriptural verses into 
the letters that are the constituent elements of any language. Hence, 
this exegetical method comprises all sorts of linguistic devices such as 
numerology, permutations, notankon, and exchanging of letters. It is 
also in light of this essentially linguistic nature that Abulafia connects 
this sixth hermeneutical path with ScIfer ezrah:  "From this awesome 
and glorious path is revealed somethmg of the matter of the knowledge 
of the explicit name and it is alluded to in the second chapter of Sefer 
Yesirah; it says concerning it, 'Twenty-two foundational letters, three 
mothers, seven doubles, and twelve simples. Twenty-two letters He en- 
graved, hewed, weighed, permutated and combined, and through them 
he formed the soul of every creature and everything that is to be cre- 
ated in the future."'* Given the essentially linguistic nature of this ex- 

4 1  That is, shiv 'inr leshonot (ninw:, n792w) = 1214 = serufha- 'otiyyor (nllmx;? 711*x). 
47 Cf B. Berakhot 21b; Megjllah 23b. 
41 Philosophie und ~ a b b a l a , ~ .  4. 

" Ibid. Similarly, in 'Owr 'Eden Gunuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 170a, this path is 
called the "way of tradition according to the form of the Book of Formation," derekh ha- 
qubbalah 'a1 Frat Sefer Yesiruh, or simply the "way of tradition," &rekh ha-qabhaluh 
(ibid., fol. 170b). The inclusion of the sefirol in the linguistic path should also be 
explained by the simple fact that the se$rof are designated by the first ten letters of 
the Hebrew alphabet. Cf. ' I m  Shefer, MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 249a: "These ten letters 
['a nt 1;r 1,. 3K] are called the ten sefiror belitnuh." And cf. ibid., fol. 265a: "The ten letters 
are the principal ones and they are called the ten sefiroi of the unity for they are the 
units." And ibid., fols 269a-b: "Thus you have thirty sefirar that come to be from the 
units that are the ten sefiroi from 'deft0 yod . . . The essena of the essences and the root 
of all principles is that which is called ten sefirot belimuh, for from it everything comes to 
be, even the twenty-two holy letters Therefore I have not elaborated on the letters for they 
are contained in the sefiror for they come to be from them." 
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egetical method it is all the more significant that the notion of the ten 
sejiror is mentioned in conjunction with it. In this wntext, as we shall 
see in other passages in Abulafia's corpus, the sejirot are the separate 
intellects From this identfication it follows that Abulafia is here ex- 
pressing the idea that the verbal utterance (Imkarah) and mental con- 
templation (mm(zshavah) of the twenty-two letters is facilitated by the 
ten sejiror. Hence, it may be deduced from this passage that for Abula- 
fia qabbalat ha-sefirot and qabbulat ha-shemot are not in diametric o p  
position, but rather function together in providing the mystic with the 
means to attain gnosis of the divine name. 

In another composition, Gun Na 'ul, written in 1289, Abulafia reiter- 
ates his view that kabbalah consists of two elements, the ten sefirot and 
the twenty-two letters, but there he indicates in more detail how tbe 
knowledge of the former is intricately related to the prophetic process: 

Know that the principle of all kabbalah is included in these two issues 
mentioned in Sejer Yesirah, the first of them is knowledge of the ten sefirot 
and the second is knowledge of the twenty-two letters. The one who receives 
should try to receive the sefirot f i t  in order to receive the divine overflow 
from them and in themselves according to his attributes He will cleave to 
each and every sefiruh separately and he will cleave to all the seJirot together 
as one so that he will not cut the shoots45 

In contrast to the presentation in We-Zot li-Yehuduh, in the passage 
from Gan Na'ul Abulafia assigns a far more significant role to the first 
part of kabbalah, the knowledge of the sefirot. That is, in We-Zut li- 
E'ehtduh Abulafia simply affirms that the consummate master is one 
who attains knowledge of the sejirot and the letters, the former preced- 
ing the latter in time but not in ~ i ~ c a n c e .  In that wntext, however, 
the reader is not told in what specific way this prior knowledge relates 
to the general aim of the second aspect of kabbalah, i. e., gnosis of the 
divine names In Gun Nu 'ul Abulafia emphasizes that the person must 
cleave to the sefirot, both individually and collectively, so that he can 
receive the divine overflow. It is fairly obvious that here the sefwot refer 
to the separate intellects. It thus makes perfect sense for Abulafia to 
have assigned such a role to the sefiot. Significantly, it is the mandate 
to cleave to all the sefirot collectively so that no division is created 
amongst them. I will discuss in greater detail this aspect of Abulafia's 
conception of the sefirot at a later juncture. The important point to 
emphasize here is that according to Abulafia knowledge of the sefuot 
facilitates the intellectual overflow that results in the prophetic experi- 
ence. In 'Osur 'Eden Ganuz Abulafia reiterates this idea in an extended 

'' M S  Munich-BS 58, fol. 319b See Idel, '.Historical Introduction," p. xxviii. 
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exegetical reflection on the statement in Se&r mi&, "Ten sejirot 
belimah, their vision is like the appearance of lightning, and their limit 
has no end": 

By their saying "their vision" they informed us  of the truth of prophecy 
and its essence. Thus the sages spoke constantly of the one who contemplates 
the vision of the chariot. The vision of the chariot was with them, may their 
memory be for a blessing, for they received from the prophets, may peace be 
upon them, the matter of combining letter with letter, word with word, and 
name with name (harkavat 'of be- bt we-teivah be-teiwh we-shem be-shem). 
. . . [This is] the account of the chariot (ma 'aseh merhvah) for they combine 
names and so too the combination of verse with verse. Their root is in the 
combination of everything from the ten sefiot (we-shoresh shelahem hurkavut 
ha-kol me- 'eser se$rot). . . . Know that this is the whole of a man and this is so 
because all the chariots are combined by m a n s  of the names, sefirot, and 
letters Thus they are with us and they inform us about how all the combina- 
tions in the world are combined, for inasmuch as they are sealed by them the 
key to their knowledge has been given to those who visualize, see, and discern 
them. When a person gazes upon them properly he will see all reality through 
them just as he sees his face in a glass mirror and the face of all those who 
pass by and return. When the potency of the influx begins to be seen and to 
be revealed in a vision to the one who contemplates the letters, the sejirot are 
at first seen in the appearance of lightning in the likeness of the celestial crea- 
tures concerning whom it says "and the creatures ran to and fro in the like- 
ness of lightning" (Ezek. 1 : 14).& 

The extent to whlch the formulation of the typological distinction 
adopted by Abulafia in We-Zot li- Yehudah is determined by the immedi- 
ate literary context of that work may be gauged by considering a similar 
discussion in another work of Abulafia, 'Imre Shefer, written in 1291. In 
that treatise Abulafia distinguishes four groups (kitot) who express dif- 
ferent orientations related to the knowledge of God: those whose study 
is limited exclusively to the Talmud, those who have combined the study 
of Talmud with philosophy, those who have studted Talmud, philosophy, 
and the esoteric tradition (qabbaluh) focused on the sefirot, and, finally, 
the exponents of the kabbalah of the knowledge of the divine name 
(qabbalat yedi'at ha-~hem).~' For the purposes of my analysis it is neces- 
sary to cite Abulafia's account of the third group: 

This group believes the teachings pertaining to the ten sejirot belimuh and 
the orders of their matters as they are. Even though it too is divided into 
groups, I wdJ not specify them here. . . . Now place your mind to understand 
the opinion of this third group. . . . It is necessary to take pains to seek out the 

46 MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. Sa. Cf. the passage from 'Imre Shefercited below in n. 55. 
47 Cf M S  Munich-BS 40, fols 221a-224a. The text was published by Jellinek, 

Philosophie und Kubhh, pp 34-38. CE the formulation in Bamh Togarmi's 
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third way so that you may know their opinion, the way of the sages of the f i t  
kabbalah and they are the sages of the sefirota. . . . I must inform you in gen- 
eral about the limit of their kabbalahJ9 and how there is parity between ur; 
and them with regard to the matter of the knowledge of the recitation of the 
names accorciing to the secret of the knowledge of the explicit name. . . .  or* 
they say that they received from the prophets and from the sages that there 
are ten srfirot belimah, and by means of the sefirot the Creator created the 
entire world, and they gave names to each and every sefirah, some of them 
are homonyms and some of them are unique. When those who know about 
these sefirot were asked [about them] they did not know to what their names 
refer in essence, whether to actual bodies, or to matter without form, or to 
forms without matter, or to accidents predicated of bodies of which they are 
their potencies, or to souls separated from all subjects, or to ideas that are 
called separate intellects But they say that according to their faith these are 
matters that emanate from God, blessed be He, and now they do not exist 
without Him nor He without them. However, before creation they were in 
God qua imagined and in potentiality and He brought them forth from po- 
tentiality into actuality when He desired to create the world. And they called 
the name of one of the sefirot will (rqon) . . . and it is called by them thought 
(m(yhavuh), which is called the supernal crown ( h e r  'elyon), and for them 
this is the fust sejirah, and the tenth for them is the Shekhinah and they called 
it righteousness (sedeq). The names are known from their books and they are 
very confused. In truth, they called the sixth sefirah truth ('emel) and also 
beauty (tf'erer). They said that this is the glorious name of the Holy One, 
blessed be He, that is written but not read, and this is the explicit name. They 
extracted the ten srfirot from the verse "Yours, Lord, are greatness, might 
[splendor, triumph, and majesty - yes, all that is in heaven and on earth; to 
You, Lord, belong kingship and preeminence above all]" (1 Chron. 29:ll). 
Thus it can be said that from the aspect of the letters the sefiror can be com- 
prehended, and by means of the comprehension of the sefirot the name 
YHWH is comprehended. All that has been said from the aspect of the letters 
is true, but there is another way that is closer to its comprehension than their 
way through the intermediary of the letters and sefirot themselves At the end 
of this book I will reveal to you my opinion in this completely and it is that 
which comprises the truth of the entire kabbalah. Even so our opinion and 
the opinion of this group are much closer than the opinions of those groups 
that ignoreSL the perspective of the belief in the sefirot and the letters There- 
fore I say thdt this group is proximate to the remedy (qerouat ha-refu 'ah).52 

hfafiehvr h-o&ba[ah, printed in Scholern, Ha-QdbalrJr she1 %fir ha- Dm&, P. 237: . - - 
ku;hulmequl,balim bi-yidi'ut ha-shem. 
. 4X Cf. MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 234a. Ct  ibid., fol. 255b, where Abulafia refers to 
theosopiuc kabbalists as mn'wnme hanefi'or, "believers in the shoots" 

49 Literally, "to where their kabbalah reaches," 'ad m h  higi'ah qabbuluim. 
" Tlus part of the text is translated and discussed in Idel, KabhalcJt: New Perspectives, 

p. 202. 
Literally. "pass over." 

52 MS M~wlich-BS 40, fols 223b--2Z4a 
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If one compares the typological casting of the two kinds of kabbalah 
in the epistle We-Zot 11- Yehuduh to the citation from 'Irnre Shefer it is 
obvious that in the latter Abulafia emphasizes in even greater detail 
the intellectual kinship or partnership of the two groups of kabbalists 
This is not to ignore Abulafia's obvious critique of theosophic kabba- 
lah; on the contrary, he derisively portrays the theosophic kabbalists as 
confused with respect to the basic question of the nature of the sefirot, 
which is after all the main conceptual doctrine that informs their 
wor~dview.~' Moreover, near the conclusion of the passage Abulafia al- 
ludes to the privileged status of the kabbalah that fwuses its attention 
on the Hebrew letters and divine names In spite of his pointed criti- 
cism of the sefirotic kabbalists, Abulafia nevertheless acknowledges 
common elements between the two types of kabbalah. In another pas- 
sage from the same work, p r d i n g  the one cited above, Abulafia 
states explicitly what the critical shared element is: "Indeed, my opi- 
nion and the opinion of the third group in our mentioning the knowl- 
edge of the name in every place is one, and this is the knowledge of 
the prophets and the knowledge of the sages of the Mishnah and Tal- 
mud, their memory should be for a blessing, and this is the knowledge 
of the ~ i ~ c a t i o n  of the letters of the explicit name."54 The common 

53 As noted by Idel, Kubbakah: New Perspectives, p. 202. See, by contrast, 'O~ar 'E&n 

Gmtuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 12b. In the context of explaining why the term sefiror in 
the feminine is used and not mbparim in the masculine Abulafia writes: "This is to 
instruct about the weakness of the created entity and about the strength of the Creator, 
but [it does not imply that] there is masculinity and femininity there fThe feminine form 
is used] because the sefrof are creatures and the Creator is not a s e w .  Even according 
to the view of those who affirm the attributes [i. e.. the theosophic kabbalists], who are 
perfect in wisdom and the tradition, they mentioned [the srfiror] in the feminine noun. 
Moreover, they enumerated them on account of the fact that they are an emanation that 
emanated from God. Each one stands by itself having emanated alone from God even 
though they are all of one type . . . and there is no difference in existence between one and 
the other except in grade" Si&~cantly, in this passage the rhetoric against the theo- 
soph~c kabbalists is rather mild; in fact, there is no real polemical opposition here. On the 
contrary, the theosophic kabbalists, designated as those who affirm the attributes, 
ma'umine hu-m&t, are described by Abulafiil as being "perfect in wisdom and the 
tra&tion," shelemim be-hokhmah u-ve-qabbuluh, hardly a pejorative expression. 
Scholern, Ha-Qahbaiah shel &fir ha-Em&, p. 127, emphasized another aspect of 
Abulafia's critique of the theosophc kabbahts: their k&dlah changed from an experi- 
ential lore to mere theoretical speculation. I am not convinced of Schokm's under- 
standing of Abulafia on this score. 

54 MS Munich-BS 40, 61. 222h See Idel, "Writings of Abraham Abulafia," p. 436. 

On the connection of the sefuool and letters of the divine name, cf. ' I m  She& MS 
Munich-BS 40, fol. 239a: "Thus you have the form of the ten @rot within [the letters] 
'AHWY (+"';m)." These letters considered in medieval sources not only as the vowel 
letters but also as representative of the Tetragrammaton, numeridty equal twenty-two, 
which corresponds to the number of Hebrew consonants The point of Abulafu's text, 
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denominator and unity of purpose of the two types of kabbalah is that 
both impart knowledge about the divine name, a knowledge that can 
only be transmitted as a received tradition. Thus Abulafia concludes 
that the kabbalists who contemplate the sefirot have a greater affinity 
with the kabbalists who possess true traditions about the divine names 
than with the other groups It is highly significant that Abulafia asserts 
that the sefiotic kabbalists are close to the true path to which he refers 
at the end of the passage as the remedy or healing. Abulafia's own 
view is here portrayed not in opposition to the other kabbalists but 
rather as that which encompasses and embraces them. The virtue cC 
the fourth group, the prophetic kabbalists, is that it comprises all tl 
other paths of knowledge about God. In a h r d  passage from tb 
work Abulafia emphatically reiterates h s  point: 

The purpose of the intention of this composition is to instruct about the 
knowledge of God, His attributes, His powers, His actions, and how He is 
different from all other existents outside Him. However, only he who has al- 
ready acquired knowledge of Scripture, Talmud, and all their fine details, and 
he who has philosophized and after he has philosophized he has received the 
wisdom of kabbalah pertaining to the sefirot and the letters, will understand 
my comprehensive view. Without this he will in no way comprehend my view 
to its limit. There is no doubt that the sages of the Sefer W i r a h  are called 
kabbalists (mequbbulim) and they are divided into many groups . . . but I do 
not want to delineate here their differences, for the perfect ones will discern 
that my view comprises all the views of these groups, and it is the view that is 
comparable to the views of the sages and of the prophets55 

therefore, might be that the ten sejirot are comprised within the twenty-two letters On tbe 
interpretation of the letters '"1;1# in the writings of Abulafia, see Idel, Mystical Expen: 
ence, pp. 18, 22, 31. 

55 MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 232% Cf. ibid., fols 248b-249a: "However, the study that 
brings its master to eternal love of God . . . is the matter of the comprehension of God by 
means of the name, and this is the investigation and contemplation of His name by means 
of the twenty-two letters of the Torah, whlch s d  the knowledge of the matter of the 
ten sef;rot, which are from blef to yod, and contained in them are all things that come 
after them, for they ernanate from them. They and their forms are called the spec&- 
that h e r ,  for all the forms are sealed in them. . . . The one who looks at their forms will 
fmd their mysteries and he will speak of them and they will spealr of him, and tbey are like 
the mirror in which a person sees all the forms standing opposite it. Then be will see ail 
the particulars and all the universais" That the path of kabbalah encompasses knowledge 
of the ten and of the twenty-two letters is emphasized by Abulafi in ibid., 

Abulafia j- Appropriation of Synrbols, Concepts, a n d  Terms f rom Works o f  

Theosophic Kabbalah 

In several of his writings Abulafia borrowed freely from works that 
current scholarship would call theosophic kabbalah. By h ~ s  own admis- 
sion Abulafia studied some of these works56 and on occasion he cites 
them explicitly in his own compositions, for example, S@r hu-~ahir*'  
and Nalpnanides' commentary on the ~orah.'"n particular, bahiric 

Cf. the list of commentaries on Sefer Yesirah enumerated by Abulafia in ' O c r  
'Eden Ganuz, M S  Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 16b (text printed by Jellinek, Bet ha-Midmh, 3: 
xlii-xliii). Included in t h  list of texts studied by Abulafia are works composed by 
theosophic kabbalists, Ezra and Azriel of Gerona, Moses ben N a b a n ,  Jacob ben Jacob 
ha-Kohen, and Moses of Burgos I note, parenthetically, that Abulafia describes the 
tenth-century commentary on SefPr Yqirah by S e t a i  Donnolo as a combination of 
philosophy and kabbalah, a description that c o n f i i  my own interpretation of this work. 
See E. R. Wolfson, "The Theosophy of Shabbetai Donnolo, with Special Emphasis on 
the Doctrine of Sefrot in His Sefr mhmoni ,"  Jewish Hktory 6 (1992): 28 1-3 16. 

57 Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 25, noted Abulafias specific reference to &fir hu-Bahir and to 

Nabanides To be sure, the citation of the Buhir by Abulafia does not necessarily mean 
that he interpreted the text theosophically in light of the doctrine of sejirof or that for his 
purposes the theosophc understanding was paramount. See, for instance, Idel's discus- 
sion ( h g u u g e ,  Torah, and Hermeneutics, pp. 95-96) of Abulafia's citation of a bahiric 
passage in 'Owr 'Eden Ganuz, M S  Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 170b CE the reference to the 
Buhir in ibid, fol. 14h On axasion a non-theosophic passage from the Buhir is cited or 
paraphrased in Abulafia's own compositions See, e. g., Gun Na'ul, MS Munich-= 58, 
fol. 322a where the influence of Sefer ha-Bahir, ed. R. Margaliot (Jerusalem, 1978), 5 1 15 
is evident even though it is not cited by m e .  Cf Mufieuh hu-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA 
Mic. 1897, fol. 63a and Hayye ha-Nefesh, MS Munich-= 408, fol. 74h Needless to say, 
mmy more textual examples of this phenomenon could have been adduced, bur the ones 
that I have noted are su5cient to make the point. In 'Opzr jFden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 
1580, fol. 147a, Abulafia includes Sefer hu-&hir in a list of esoteric works composed by 
the ancient sages The list also includes Pirqe Hekhalot, 'Otiyyot de-R Xqivu ', and Sefer 
&irah. (Ln the same context Abulafia enumerata books composed by the W h m e  ha- 
millot, which include Se&r hu-Y$tud, Sefer ha-Kavod, Sefer ha-Nefesh, Sejer ha-Torah, 
&@r ha-Merkavah, and Sefer hu-Binyun. Is this a reference to the esoteric writings of 
Haside Ashkenaz? Cc "Sefer haat." p 75, where reference is made to the hakhnze lashon 
who know the Werent ways of combining the divine names) Cf '0-r 'Eden Ganuz, MS 
Oxford-BL 1580, fols. lab-149a. Concerning Abulafi's intimate knowledge of theoso- 
phical kabbalah, cf. the passage from his epistle, Mqref la-KeseJ MS Sassoon 56, 
fol. 25a, translated by Idel, Lunguage, Torah, and Hermeneutics, p 151, n. 89. 

58 See Jellinek, Auswahl, p. 19, who noted the specific Influence of Nabanides and 
Eleazar of Worms on Abulafia. (On the influence, of Haside A s k -  on A-a, see 
further ref-eren- cited below, n. 161). Clearly, Abulafi saw in both of these tigura 
important repositories for kabbalistic traditions regarding the divine names In particular, 
Abulafi frequently cites Nwanides '  statement in the introduction to his commentary 
on the Pentateuch that the Torah in its entirety consists of divine names Cf, e. g., 'lrnre 
Skjer, MS MuIllch-BS 40, fol. 235b; 'Osar 'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 17 la; 
Ma/red ha-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 94b; Hayye ha-Nefsh, MS Munich- 
BS 408, fol. 8%; see Idel, Lunguage, Torah, and Hermeneufiq pp 46-47, 66, 171, n. 88. 
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motifs are evident in Abulafia's writings even when he does not men- 
tion that text by name. Needless to say, Abulafia does not interpret the 
passages that he cites from the aforementioned works or other kabba- 
listic sources in light of a sefirotic theosophy,59 but it is nevertheless 
significant that he utilized these EXM and cited them as support of his 
own views Here we come upon a fascinating aspect of Abulafia's intel- 
lectual profile: despite his harsh criticism of the theosophic kabbalists 
he studied their compositions and in some cases appropriated their 
symbolism and modes of discourse. Without adopting the theosophicai 
standpoint Abulafia was able to reinterpret the language of these texts 
On the one hand, it is clear that the intricate process of appropriation 
is a clever strategy of undermining the theosophic kabbalistSbO but, on 
the other, I would propose that it also implies that Abulafia recognized 
shared elements in the two kinds of kabbalah notwithstanbg their 
distinctiveness To avoid potential misunderstanding let me again em- 
phasize that I am not suggesting that Abulafia ever erased the differ- 
ence between theosophic and ecstatic kabbalah. What I am arguing is 
that Abulafia's reinterpretation (and ultimate undoing) of theosophz 
texts was buttread by his affirmation of a notion of kabbalah that 
encompassed a doctrine of the se$rot. At the very least an appreciation 
of the mechanism by which Abulafia utilized theosophic sources will 
enhance our understanding of his own conception of the sefiraL6' It is 

Scholem (Ha-Qubbalah she1 Sefer ha-Tmunah, p. 103) entertains the possibility that 
Abulafia met Nabanides  in Barcelona before the latter emigrated to Palestine in 1267. 

59 See Idel's observation in "Writings of Abraham Abulafia," p. 434: "Indeed, [Abu- 
lafia] himself acknowledges that he read compositions of the kabbalists but an examina- 
tion of the lofluence of these compositions indicates that apart from concepts removed 
from their original context Abulafia did not accept the fundamental views of the 
theosophc kabbalah." See also Scholem's remark (Major Trends, p. 126) that Abulafh 
"seems to have been deeply occupied with the Kabbaiistic doctrines of his age, without, 
however, being overmuch impressed by them." See idem, Kabbalnh, p. 54: "Abulatia V 
also a copious borrower of kabbalistic ideas whenever he found them relevant, but th~ 
aspects which were foreign to his nature he opposed even to the point of ficule." 

60 1 owe this formulation to Moshe Idel. See now Idel, Hmidim Bemeen Ostmy r 
Mu ic, p. 229. ' In my view, the appropriation of technical terms and symbols from theowphic 
kabbalah by Abulafia may have also been instrumental in the synthesis of theosophtc and 
ecstatic kabbalah that one finds in other sources beginning already at the end of tbe 
thirteenth and the start of the fourteenth century. This synthetic approach is cert;unly 
evident in the anonymous treatise, Sha'are $edeq, a late-thirteenth-cenh~y work wfiicfi 
has been long remgnmd as b g  very close to Abulafia's prophetic kabbalah. Concern- 
ing this work, see G. Scholtm, "Sha'are Sedeq: A Kabbalistic Treatise from the Schooi of 
R. Abraham Abulafia, attributed to R. Shem Tov (ibn Gaon?)," Kiryat Sefer 1 (1924- 
25): 127- 139 (in Hebrew); idem, Major Trendr, pp. 146-155. This work is cited in many 
of Idel's srudies on Abulafia, which I will not here List separately. The author of Shu'me 

~ i ~ c a n t ,  for example, that in Gan Na hi Abulafia gives a detailed 
account of the ten sefirot, begnning with the tenth, the Shekhind or 
sedeq, and ending with the first, keter or & h a v ~ h . ~ ~  Even a cursory 
glance at this text indicates how heavily indebted Abulafia's own de- 
scription of the sejrot is to standard theosophic works, though it must 
be readily acknowledged that he rejected the essential approach of 
theosophc kabbalah. 

A striking illustration of the complex appropriation of theosophic 
symbolism on the pan of Abulafia is found in his treatment of the 
patriarchs and their assocktion with different seJirdt or attributes I will 
discuss this motif in some detail because it provides an excellent van- 

Serleq appropriates and reinterprets some of the standard symbols for the sejirur used in 
theosophic kabbalah, e. g., the configuration of the ten sefirot in the shape of an 
anthropos the androgynous bifurcation of the sejirot into an active male and passive 
female, the containment of the ten sefirot wi&n the letter 'ulef: Cf. Sha'are &&q, 
pp. 12- 13, 18- 19, 30. Thus the author of Sha 'ure Sedeq, p. 1 I, interprets Moses' request 
to see the "form of the glory" ($uraf hu-kavod), which is the divine face, as a reference to 
the "form of the supernal smcture of the sdiror" (~mt hu-binyan ha-'elyon b a - s ~ ~ o t ) ,  a 
locution that is surely based on theosophlc kabbalah. Cf. ibid., p. 21. Further evidence of 
this appropriation can be seen in the identification of the sefirot as m a r  (ibid., p. 12). 
To be sure, this anonymous disciple of Abulafia identifies the middor and sefirot of 
kabbalistic speculation with the separate fonns (hn-swot ha-nivrlalor) of the philosophers, 
i.e., the sefirotic potencies are the incorporeal intellects that move each heavenly sphere 
(cf p. 16; and see Idel, Kubbuluh: New Perspectives, p. 345, n. 270). Nevertheless, it is 
clear that aspects of the theosophic tradition in a very fundamental way influenced this 
kabbalist's approach to the sejirof. See Idel's remarks, Studies in Ecsruric Kabbalah, p 99, 
n. 26. The influence of the language and symbolism of theosophc kabbalah is also 
readily apparent in another composition that reflects the approach of the prophetic 
kabbalah, Ner 'Elohim. See blow M. 91, 100, 119, and 123. A similar hybrid of the 
two forms of kabbalah is characteristic of Isaac of Acre, a contemporary of the author of 
Shu 'are Sedeq, especially in h s  mystical diary, 'Owr Huyyun. See Idel, Studies in Ecsruric 
Kabbaluh, pp. 112-1 19. On the mergmg of the theosophlc and ecstatic trends, see also the 
general remarks of Scholem, Major Trends, pp. 145-146; idem, KabbuW1, p. 105. 

MS Munich-BS 58, fols 319b-320b. Idel, "Historical Introduction," pp. xxvii- 
xxviii, notes that the ascending order of the seJirot in Abulafia influenced the approach 
of Gikatilla reflected in his theosophlc w o r k  Sha 'are Se&q and Sha 'are 'Oruh. I suspect 
that Abulafia utilized a theosophic symbol in the following s ~ e m e n t  in "Sefer ha-dt," 
p 7 1 : "The supernal crown is the unique name . . . for there is one root and three heads 
evolve from it." The association of the crown and the divine name is expressed in much 
older sources, but the particular image of three heads emanating from the supernal 
crown, also called the head of the first head (ro kh hu-ro 'sh ha-ri'shon), bears an inter- 
esting similarity to the conception expressed in the Idrot sections of the Zohar. See I. 
Tishby, The W&&m of tlre Zohur, trans D. Goldstein (Word, 1989), pp. 245-246. 
Theosophic symbology is also evident in the following description of the SIwkhinrrh in 
"Sefer ha-&" p. 75: "Therefore the name of the final he' [of YHWHJ is the seal of the 
Praence ((wfum slwkhinrrh) and the prophecies and salvations for every rational and 
intelligible soul are dependent upon it." On the term hotam as a designation for the 
Active Intellect, see Idel, M.vstical Experrcnct: pp. 216--217, n. 96. 
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tage p i n t  from which to reflect on the more general phenomenon un- 
der consideration. Let me begin by citing the following passage from 
Ymre Shefer: 

Behold [the threefold repetition of the divine name] YHWH YHWH 
YHWH. One is called the God of Abraham and its secret corresponds to wis- 
dom (hukhmah), which is the mercy (hesed) that the Holy One, blessed be He, 
performed with Abraham our father. . . . The second is called the God of Isaac 
and its secret corresponds to understanding (tevunah), which is the potency of 
strength (koah ha-gevurah) and the attribute of fear (middat p&d), which is 
the secret of fear (sod ha-yir'ah). The potency of love (huh ka-'uhuvuh) was 
[given] to Abraham . . . and in order to purify the attribute of strength (middat 
ha-gevuruh) Isaac our father was bound by the s a c d i a l  binding ( '~~edah). '~ 
The third is the God of Facob . . . and his secret corresponds to knowledge 
(cla 'at) . . . and this is the attribute of beauty (midiat tif'eret) that attests to 
the overflow of the blessing in its entirety. . . . The name consists of four letters 
and with three of them the name is composed, and they are YH"W, and they 
are divided six times in the seal of six extremities as it is written in Sefir 
Yesiruh. From them is the secret of wisdom (hokhmuh), understanding 
(tevunah), knowledge (du'ut), greatness (gedullah), strength (gevurah), and 
beauty (rferet). It is said in the kabbalah that the name of the Holy One, 
blessed be He, is the sixth sefirah and this is the attribute of truth (middat 
'emlet). Therefore, the sum of the letters YH"W [21] squared is the same as 
the numerical value of the word hmet [4411.~ 

The correlation of the biblical patriarchs and three divine attributes is 
doubtless based on a section in Sefer hu-Bahir even though Abulafia 
makes no explicit reference to that It is evident, however, that 
Abulafia's reading of the relevant bahiric texts is colored by other kab- 
balistic sources that delineate the sefirotic potencies The passage 
clearly attests to Abulafia's knowledge of theosophic kabbalah and his 
attempt to appropriate the symbolism of the sefirot to express his own 
opinions regarding the divine and human nature. The three pairs of 
attributes, hokhmuh and hesed, tevunuh and gevurah, tif'eret and da'at, 
denote internal psychological states attained respectively by the patri- 
a r c h ~ ~ ~  It must be noted, however, that these qualities are at the same 
time attributes of God. The concluding reference to a kabbalistic tradi- 
tion regarding the name of God, which is the sixth sefirah and the at- 
tribute of truth, underscores the divine dimension of these potencies In 
another passage from this composition Abulafia explicitly writes: 
-. 

b3 Elsewhere Abulafia explains the binding of Isaac in a psychologrcal way as intellect 
overcoming imagination. See Idel, h g u u g e ,  Torah, and Hermeneutics, pp. 61-67. 

64 MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 233b. Another part of this passage is cited below in n. 104. 
65 Sefir hu-Buhrr # 135-137; see also $$186, 190-191. The correlation of the paui- 

archs and the mldtlot is alfirmed as well by the anonymous disciple of Abulafia in Sha'are 
Sedeq, p. 6. 
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"Every thought and every wisdom, understanding, and knowledge, are 
matters that are influenced by the divine overflow."67 The correlation 
of the internal psychical states (assigned to the patriarchs) and the ex- 
ternal &vine attributes is expressed by Abulafia in 'Osur 'Edm Gurzu: 
wherein he delineates the corporealization and anthropomorphization 
of the human faculties and the hypostatic qualities to which they refer: 

You will understand from the body and the faculties of a man that there is 
a superior [element] in the body and an inferior, the superior is the head and 
the inferior is the feet. . . . The faculties [of the body] inform us about the atui- 
butes and they too are calculated and measured for the senses, which are ex- 
ternal faculties are superior and inferior. . . . The one who does not calculate 
this does not calculate his attributes and all the more so the attributes of his 
God and he will not discern or know the overflow of his God. Therefore, one 
must calculate the attributes in accordance with the order of the body, the 

M Cf. Shomer Mipvah, MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fol. 60b: "He who appropriates one of 

the attributes and puts it in charge of all his attributes is judged with divine providence. 
This is like Abraham in [relation to] the attribute of mercy, Isaac in the attribute of fear, 
Jacob in the attribute of truth, Moses in the attribute of humility, Aaron in the attribute of 
peace, David in the attribute of courage, and Solomon in the attribute of justice." On 
hokhnd, binah, and dahr as psychological states, cf. "Sefer ha-dt," p. 83; Mufred ha- 
Shemor, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fols 63b and 70b. In the latter context the psycholo- 
gical dimension has a corresponding ontological reality inasmuch as the aspat  of 
knowledge (&'at or mcrdda') is idenrifled as the mal'ukh ha-'elohim. the "angel of 
God," a reference to Metapon, the Active Intellect. (On the correlation of the patriarchs, 
the chariot, and the sefirot, cf. Ner 'Elohim, MS Munich-BS 10, fol. 162a.) Another 
example of the psychological interpretation of a theosophic symbol is found in the 
description in S h z e r  M e u h ,  MS Paris-EN heb. 853, fol. 58a, of the soul that is perfect 
in Torah, wisdom (hokhmah), and prophecy (nevu 'uh) as "the bride in whom all is found,'' 
kuluh 'usher ha-kol bah. This is likely based on the kabbalistic symbol of the SheWiinuh as 
the "bride that is comprised of all," kulah ha-kelulah min ha-kul, to paraphrase the 
formulation of Nahmanides in h s  commentary to Gen. 24: 1. 

67 MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 227a. Cf. Shomer Mipuh, MS Paris-BN heh 853, fol. 41 b, 

where Abulafia links hukhmuh and bind respectively to the sun and moon. The divine 
status of the three atributes (middor) of /rokhrnuh, b ind,  and &'at seems to be implied in 
the following passage in Sejer ha-Hufiwah, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 30b: "Know that the 
seventy-tw*letter name is engraved on the head of a person, on the sun in the world, and 
on wisdom (hakhmah) in the [realm of the] attributes, which are the attribute of the day 
(muldat yom) and the attribute of the night (mcddat laylah); the forty-two-letter name is 
engraved on the heart of a person, on the moon in the world, and on understanding 
(birurh) in the [realm of the] attributes, which are the attribute of mercy ( m W r  r & m i m )  
and the attribute of judgment (md& &-din); and the twelve-letter name is engraved on 
the liver of a person, on Mercury in rhe world, and on knowledge (&'at) [in the realm] of 
the attributes, which are the attribute of righteousness (mi&! ha-pdeq) and the attribute 
of justice (middat ha-mrrhput)." In this context, then, the realm of the attributes parallels 
the macrocosm (or, more specifically, the heavenly spheres) and the microcosm (the 
human body). It is also of interest to note that there are nine attributes enumerated in 
this list insofar as each of the three main attributes, hokhmah, binah, and da br. comprises 
two attributes within itself. 
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hard limbs sigmfy the harsh attributes and the soft the weak attributes, and 
as it is in the body so it is in the world. . . . It is known that in the measure that 
a man metes out sa it will be meted out to him.6R Thus, Abraham meted out 
the attribute of mercy (mid& hu-hesed) and through the attribute of mercy it 
was meted out to him, as it says, "deal graciously with my master Abraham" 
(Gen. 24:12). Jacob meted out the attribute of truth (middat ha- 'emet), as it 
says with respect to the two of them, "You will render trutb unto Jacob and 
mercy unto Abraham" (Micah 7:20). Isaac meted out the attribute of judg- 
ment (mi&[ ha-din) and it was meted out to him in the attribute of fear 
(middut puharC), which is the attribute of judgment, as it say$ "And Jacob 
swore by the fear of his father Isaac" (Gen. 31:53), and it says, "And the fear 
of Isaac was with me" (ibid., 42), and this is the attribute of strength (middat 
ha-gevurd). These three, mercy, fear, and truth, are corporeal attributes 
(micldot gufuniyyot) that derive from three spiritual [attributes] (ruhaniyyot), 
ratiocination (hishsttuv), philosophising (hithukkemut), and contemplation 
(hi~bonenut).~' 

In the final analysis, for Abulafia there is an intrinsic connection be- 
tween the interior human states and the divine potencies; the former 
derive from the latter.70 The point is explicitly addressed in another 
passage from 'Imre Shefir: 

Since the three worlds are b u n d  one to the other, the three worlds of a 
person are also bound one to the other, and the one who arranged the order 
of the three worlds according to His attributes also arranged the three orders 
of the worlds of a person according to His attributes. And just as the worlds 
must extend in all their matters to imitate His attributes in their attributes so 
too must a person extend in all his matters to imitate in his attributes the at- 
tributes of God until the point that God must be Lpresent] in select indivi- 
duals, the most perfect in the human species, and the intellect of their 
thoughts is constantly with God. These people are constantly going and corn- 
ing in the world of the intellects, and they are the prophets.71 

In this passage there is no reference to the sefirot nor any attempt to 
use modes of theosophic discourse. In other contexts, however, includ- 
ing the texts cited above, Abulafia employed the symbols of theosophic 
kabbalah to convey the idea of man's ontic assimilation of God's attri- 
butes expressed above in terms of the philosophical ideal of conjunc- 
tion with the immaterial intellects. One more intriquing example of 

&%n oft-repeated maxim in rabbinic Ilterature. Cf. M. Sotah 1:7; B. Megillah 12b, 
and many parallels in midrahc sources. 

69 ' 0 ~ r  'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 156b. 
7 0  Cf. ibid., fol. 174: "The heavens and the spirit are names for the human attributes 

that derive from the divine ones by means of the heavenly spheres and the elements 
through which everything is judged." 

7' MS Munich-BS 40. fol. 2 2 9 ~ .  

this phenomenon is found in the following passage in Mu&& hu- 
~ o k h m o t :  

The matter of sacrifices, exile, redemption and possession of the land are 
issues that are connected and they necessitate one another, for the name of 
the [word] sacrifice (qorbun) attests that it is the drawing near of the divine 
potencies to the human potencies (qemv hu-kohot hu- 'elohiyyor 'el ha-hfzot 
ha- 'enoshiyyor), and from it is necessitated exile for the bodies and redemp 
tion for the souls Concerning the one whose soul God redeemed, as in the 
case of  brah ham,^' all the world belongs to him, and how much more so 
when God joins to him the power of His potency in tj-ie secret of [the letter] 
he ' that God bestowed upon him from the name. This is the letter for which 
He made a covenant with him, and not a covenant in general. His covenant 
[involved] a change of offspring, to add from the power of femininity onto the 
power of masculinity in the name. [The consonants of the names Abram and 
Sarai together spell] the archon of the limbs (sur 'evurim), and he took the 
tenth potency that is found with matter, and it is the archon of matter (sur hu- 
homer) who is the archon of the essence of the brain (sur 'esenl ha-mo~h)'~ 
according to the kabbalah. When Sarai is joined to Abram the tenth power is 
divided into two equal parts as it is done in the case of Y H W H , ~ ~  to give to 
the male half the potency and to the female the remaining half. The explicitly 
perforated female becomes the archon of he'75 and the male becomes the one 
who explains the The one who accomplishes this is he who guards the 
[male] organ and he reveals to man the love of God ( 'uhavut h a - ~ h e m ) . ~ ~  

It lies beyond the scope of t h s  study to analyze all the interesting and 
complex details in this fascinating passage, including the implicit gen- 

72 See Isa. 22:29. 
73 That is, sar ha-homer = 759 = sar 'e~enz ha-mod. The numerical equivalence only 

works when the word ( w m r  is written with a wuw ( imn) whose numerical significance is 
six. In the manuscript, however, the word appears in the defective form (Tan). 

74 That is, the letter yod, which represents the tenth power or the Active Intellect, is 

divided into two equal parts, each represented by the letter he ', as we fmd the doubling of 
this letter in the Tetragrammaton. 

75 That is, sar he ', the consonants of the name Sarah. 
76 That is, mevu 'er he ', the consonants of the name Abraham. 

" MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1686, fol. 117b. 
'* In this context the female figure is associated with openness, represented by the 

letter he', which transforms Sarai to Sarah. The change in name signifies a metamor- 
phosis from the closed female to the open male. Cf. 'Ogir 'Eden Gunuz, MS Oxford-BL 
1580, fol. 17a: "The male is open and therefore he receives with ease, but the female is 
closed and therefore she receives the wisdom with &&culty." Cf. ibid.. fol. 17b, where the 
Shekhinuh is depicted in androgynous terms as wmprismg male and female, related 
respectively to the letters yod and he ', which make up the divine name Yah. The opening 
of Sarai's womb to give birth marks the transition from closed female to open male. A 
similar symbolic nexus is evi&nt in thirteenthentury theosopluc kabalab as I have 
argued at length in my study "Crossing Gender Boundaries in K W t i c  Myth and 
Ritual," in Circle in the Squcve: Studies in the Use of Gender in kkbbahtic Symbolism 
(Albany, 1945). 
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der transformation.'"t&ce it for my purposes to note that Abuiafia's 
explanation of the mystical si&cance of the sacrifice as that which 
draws near, based on the wordplay of qorban and lequrev, is an idea 
expressed in theosophic kabbalistic texts as well, including the follow- 
ing passage in Sefer h a - W i r :  "Why is it called qorbm? Because it 
draws together the forms of the holy powers" (she-meqarev hu-prof ha- 
kohor hn-qedoshot).79 It is undeniably true, as Idel has already noted,'' 
that Abulafia has removed the bahiric expression from its origh 
theosophical framework and interpreted it as a metaphor for the act i 
cleaving to the divine. There is thus a transformation from the theow- 
phical-theurgical explanation of sacrifices as the drawing near of tbe 
divine potencies to an ecstatic-mystical model of communion. Two 
points, however, are noteworthy: fust, Abulafia maintains a notion of 
divine potencies in his mystical and eschatological explanation of sacri- 
fice as a means for cleaving to God. That is to say, despite the obvious 
shift from a theocentric to an anthropocentric perspective, there is still 
a si&cant claim being made about the nature of the divine powerss1 
The second, and perhaps more important point, is that in some of the 
thirteenthcentury theosophical texts that deal with the ritual of sacri- 
fice the theurgical element is already joined to a more mystical con- 
tion. That is to say, the theurgical function of the sacrifice as creating 
a balance in the divine pleroma is coupled with the mystical goal of 
communion. Through the sacrificial offering the individual concomi- 
tantly unites the divine potencies and is united with them.82 Abulafia's 

79 Sekr ha-B-Bnhir, g: 109. For discussion of this text and other relevant material from 
tbrteenthentury kabbalistic source see Tishby, Wisdom of the Zohar, pp. 1180-882. 

so "Writings of Abraham Abulafia," p. 435. ldel supports his interpretation by citing 
several other passages from Abulafi's evvre that I will not repeat in this study. 

A similar claim can be made with respect to Abulafia's description of the priestly 
blessing in Shomer MipcJI,  MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fol. 57a: "The spirit of the priest who 
blesses must extend in thought to all existence (khirpurhet ba-m&shavah be-khol ha- 
mesi'ut) .. . until he gathers together all the spirits and all the powers at the moment of 
Messing in order to cause the universal power of the guide of existence ( h n - d i g  ha- 
me~i'ur) to dwell on the face of Israel so that their hearts will be illuminated and they will 
receive the universal grace (hen WI) from God. This universal, divine grarje wiU 
emanate upon each and every Jew." The extending of thought, hitpashfut hu- 
d h a v d ,  discussed by Abutafia in conjunction with the priestly blessing is reminkcent 
of interpretations of prayer found in theosophlc kabbalah. It stands to m n  that in ttus 
case as well Abulafia appropriated the language of these texts, accentuating the ecstatic 
over the theosophic element. See Idel's discussion (Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, p p  11 1- 
112) of the phenomenon of hamshakhat ha-&had, "drawing down of thought," in 
S%;ure $e&q (in the p l s d  edition the relevant passage occurs on p 22). 

The point is made by Tishby, Wisdom of the Zohnr, pp. 881-882. See also S. L. 
Brody, "Human Hands Dwell in Heavedy Heights: Contemplative Ascent and Theurgic 
Power in Thirteenth Century Kabbalah," in Mystics of the Book: T k m s ,  Topics und 
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explanation of the rationale of sacrifices is not so much a radical de- 
parture from the kabbalistic sources that he may have known as much 
as it is a selective reading of those texts wherein the theosophical- 
theurgical element is rejected and the mystical-ecstatic aspect is accen- 
w e d ,  albeit reinforced by a Maimonidean ontology and epistemology. 

The intricate appropriation of kabbalistic symbolism of a theosophic 
nature implied in the correlation of the patriarchs and divine attributes 
is also affirmed in other compositions of Abulafia. Thus, for example, 
in Maj te4  ha-Hokhmot Abulafia interprets the aggadic tradition attrib- 
uted to Resh Laqish that the patriarchs are the chariot (ha- hvot hen 
hen h~i-rnerkavah)~~ in light of t h s  theosophic conception: 

Now let us begin to say according to the way of wisdom that the patriarchs 
are the chariot, and proof of that is their attributes, as it says, "You will ren- 
der truth unto Jacob and mercy unto Abraham" (Micah 7:20). The attribute 
of Isaac is the attribute of strength (miu&t ha-gevuruh), which is called the 
attribute of divine fear (nziddaf h a - p w h u -  'elohi), as it says, "And the fear84 
of Isaac was with me" (Gen. 31:42). 'Xnd Jacob swore by the fear of I s  
father Isaac" (ibid., 53), and this is the attribute of judgment (middat ha-din). 
The attribute of Jacob is the attribute of beauty (middat tif'eret) for it is truth 
('emet). The attribute of Abraham is the attribute of beneficence (middnr 
nedivut) for it is mercy (hesed), and thus it is written, "Mercy and truth meet, 
righteousness and peace kiss" (Ps 85:ll). The" world stands upon three 
things, upon judgment, upon truth, and upon peace, as it says, "Render truth 
and perfect justice in your gates" (Zech. 8:16). Truth comprises the intelligible 
virtues (ha-mu blot ha-sikhliyot), peace comprises the ethical virtues (ma 'ulot 
ha-midriot), and justice combines the two of them.% 

The aggadic teaching that the patriarchs are the chariot is explained in 
tenns of the correlation of these biblical heroes with the attributes of 
mercy, strength or fear, and beauty or truth. In thrs context, in contrast 
to the pardel passage in 'Zmre She@r, Abulafia attempts to combine 

Typologies, ed. R. A. Herrera (New York, 1993), pp 150-1 51. Idel kmself (see reference 
in previous note) compares Abuld~a's psychological explanation of sacrifices to a view 
explessed in the Ru 'aya ' Mehemna 'section of wharic literature. He does not, however, 
discuss Abulafi's interpretation in light of some of the Geronese materials discussed by 
Tishby, and it is precisely these materials that provide interesting parallels to Abulafia's 
conception of sacrif~ce ;is a m a n s  for communion. It should also be borne in mind that 
both Abulafia and the Geronese kabbafisrs were influenced by the bahiric passage. 

83 Genesis Rabbah 47:6, 82:6. 
The manuscript here adds the word "Lord" which is not found in the verse. I 

assume that this is a scribal error and &us I have left it out of the translation. 
S5 M. 'Avot 1:18. 
MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1686, folr ll5b-116a. On the close connection of the attri- 

butes of Abraham and Jacob, cf. .k&r hu-Mel& MS Munich-BS 285, fot. 10a. 
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the kabbalistic tradition with the doctrine of Maimonides regarding 
the intelligible and moral virtues 

In another composition, Mafie& h a - T o w o t ,  Abulafia again has a 
lengthy discourse on the attributes of the patriarchs, but in that context 
he relates the three attributes to the ten sejiror. In this passage, more- 
over, Abulafia exegetically links the attributes of the patriarchs to the 
verse, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your might" (Deut. 6:5): 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are the masters of the covenant of the Holy 
One, blessed be He, and their attributes are three, viz., truth ('emet), justice 
(mishpar), and peace (stmlont). Truth is the attribute of Jacob and it is com- 
parable to the attribute of wealth for it is beauty (tif'eret) and the rich are 
glorified (mitpa 'urirn) in their wealth. This is intimated in their saying that 
"with your might7' refers to the third attribute, i.e., with all your wealtha7 
And every wise man who knows the truth is glorified in his knowledge and he 
is the true rich man who is satisfied with his lot,8x for the truth in relation to 
wise men is like wealth for the rich. Justice (mishpu!) is the attribute of Isaac 
and its name is the attribute of judgment (micidat ha-din) and it is compared 
to the attribute of the soul (middut ha-nefish) that sustains all of the body and 
the measure of its characteristics as the attribute of Elohim that sustains the 
world, as it is explained at the beginning of creation. Therefore this is inti- 
mated when it is said "with ail your herlrt". . . . Peace (shalom) is a branch that 
extends from the attribute of mercy (middut ha-heserl), which is the attribute 
of Abraham our forefather, peace be upon him. . . . These two distinct attri- 
butes together are one attribute, one bound to the other, and they are not to 
be separated. for peace is the attribute of perfection and the perfect attribute 
that brings one to the Holy Spirit, and the attribute of mercifulness (middut 
hu-!u;ridur) makes peace between us and our Father in heaven. . . . And since 
it says in Sefir Yesirah that the heart in the soul is like the king at war, and it 
says there that the opposite of peace is war, and it says in Ecclesiastes (3:8), 
"a time of war and a time of peace" . . . therefore it mentions here the heart 
first, and it says, "with all your heart." p e  text] begins with it and repeats it 
by concluding with i l  saying "Take to heart these instructions with which I 
charge you this day" (Deut. 6:6). This is alluded to in the verse, "And Melchi- 
zedek, king of Salem," malki-sedeq melekh shalem (Gen. 14:18), for right- 
eousness (sedeq) is a proximate branch that comes forth from the root of 
mercy (ksed) and it is the king of peace (melekh ha-shalom). Thus the [rab- 
bis], blessed be their memory, said that the world stands upon thee t h in s  
judgment, truth, and peace, as it says, "Render truth and perfect justice in 
your gates'' (Lech. 8: 16). . . . The three attributes of the patriarchs are bound 

'' Abulafia here is alluding to the interpretation of "with aU your might" ( h u t .  6:5) 
a s  a referem to monetary wealth. See M. Berakhot 9:5; Sifre on Deuteronomy, 32, ed. L. 
Finkelstein (New York, 1%9), p 55; Targum Onkelos and Tarpum Pseudo-Jonathan on 
Deut. 6:s. 

M. 'Avot 4: 1 .  
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to one another until the point that they are one matter for the three of them 
were alluded to in the case of Abraham, 1- and Jacob. The nine were 
contained in one and this is the faith of the divine righteousness ( 'emunut tu- 
sedaqah h- ' e l o h i ~ ) . ~ ~  

In the above citation the three attributes of truth or beauty, justice or 
judgment, and peace or mercy, are again correlated with the three pa- 
triarchs, but in this context a new element is added, viz., the three are 
bound together and coalesce to form the attribute of righteousness, 
sedeq, symbolued by the figure of Melchizedek who is, as his name 
and title indicate, the lung of righteousness and the king of peace. This 
fourth attribuc is also depicted as the tenth that complements the nine 
attributes symbohd  by the patriarchs since each of the patriarchs 
comprises the three attributes withn hunself The tenth attribute that 
completes the structure is called the "faith of the divine righteousness." 
Abulafia has here incorporated one of the standard symbolic structures 
of theosophic kabbalah: the tenth sefirah, sometimes called sedeq or 
'emunuh, is depicted as the fourth leg of the chariot that complements 
the three attributes that correspond to the patriarchs.g0 

It would be useful to cite several other examples of Abulafia's appro- 
priation of theosophic kabbalistic symbolism. In 'Osur 'Eden Gunuz 
Abulafia thus reflects on the nature of the first of the thirteen attributes 
of mercy (Exod. 3467):  "Repentance (teshuvah) is the attribute of 
understanding (middat ha-tevunuh) that is born from the attribute of 
wisdom ( m a t  iw-hokhuh). . and it too was born of thought 
( m u ~ s ~ v d ~ ) ,  which is called the supernal crown (keter 'elyon). . .  They 
caU it the first se3ru-h and wisdom (bokhmuh) is second to it ... and 
understanding (binah) is third to it. These three seJirot are the first three 
attributes and their secret is YeHoWah YeHoWaH HaHaWaYaHa, that 

*' MS Oxford-BL 1605, fol. 43a-44a ,." 
" Other kabbalistic traditions concerning the Shekhinah are appropriated (in a 

psychological vein) by Abulafa as may be seen in the following passage from Mafieah 
ha-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA Mk. 1897, fol. 53a: "Since the thought (mu(uhavah) that is in 
the rational soul (wfed ha-medabberet) is a tabernacle for the i n k k t  the sages of the 
kabbalah called it the holy temple (heW,uI haqodesh) and similarly they called the 
intellect by the name holy spirit (r@ ha-qodpsh). This matter is the faithful spirit, which 
they also called the kingship of heaven ( m a k t  h m u y h ) ,  which reveals to the prophets 
the visions that vary and change in accordance with the change in the powers of those 
who comprehend (she-mm'eh In-nevi'im rnarbt mrrhranof u-mir&ffot be-hit&fit 
W o r  ha-ma~igim)." It is evident that kabbalistic symbols for the Shrkhinah are applied to 
the Active Intellect. Cf. Huyye ha-NeJsh, MS Munich-BS 408, fol. 50a: "The providence 
of the supernal soul (ha-neshnah ha- 'e&onah), which is called knesser visru'd, is in us 
constantly, in tenns of our generalities and our particulars, in actuality from its side and 
in potentiality from our side." See Idel, The Mystical Experience, pp. 21 1 -212, n. 36. 



is, thought makes understanding wise (ma@havah ma&lrzet binah), 
that is, rational thought (ha-ma&havah ha-sikhlit) brings the intelligent 
soul (ha-nefesh ha-maskeler) to wisdom until the point that it under- 
stands by itself the need for repentance."9' From the concluding part of 
this citation it is evident that Abulafia has rendered the theosophic 
symbolism in terms of the rational psychology of Maimonidean episte- 
mology. It must be emphasized, however, that in that very context Abu- 
lafia discusses the topic of divine attributes, which in some sense he 
clearly distinguishes from human attributes. 

In Mafteuh ha-Tokhnhot Abulafia remarks that "there are seven 
se$rot with the central point whence is the source of everything,"92 lan- 
guage that may refiect an older mythologoumenon based on the notion 
of a pleroma consisting of seven hypostasss, an idea found in the Bahir," 

9' MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 155b. Cf. Ner 'Elohim, MS Munich-BS 10, fol. 130b, 
where the first three sefirot are delineated as thought (mu&kvuh), wisdom ( h o k h ~ h ) ,  
and understanding (binah). In that context as well the sefirol are described both as 
cosmological and anthropological. CE ibid., fol. 134a: "Thus there are three hidden, 
spiritual names thas are like internal souls corresponding to the three spirihral sefiot 
whose sign is nnnz, b i d ,  m&havuh, and hokhmah. Do not be surprised by tkrir 
rotation (hippdham), for the three of them are one thing, and be careful not to cut 
the shoots" On fol. 134b m&shavuh is identified as the "supernal crown (kefer 'elyon), 
the first through which to comprehend what is possible to comprehend of God." Mention 
of m&havuh, hokhmah, and binah is also made on fols 137a and 139b. See fol. 146b 
where the three sefiro~ are delineated as hokhmah, b u d ,  and da'at. Cf. fols 165b-166a: 
"Thus it says in Sefer Yeziruh, 'Understand in wisdom and be wise in understanding, 
examine them and investigate them,' that is, examine the sefwor of wisdom and under- 
standing and discern understanding and wisdom from the sefirot. Thus one will recognize 
his Creator when he sets everything correctly." 

YZ MS Oxford-BL 1605, fol. 24a. On the division of the sefwor into the upper three 
and the lower seven, cf. ibid. fol. 83b, and Shomer M w u h ,  MS ParisBN h6b. 853, 
fol. 75h On the image of six potencies with the seventh as the midpoint, cf. MaPeuh ha- 
Shemor, MS M-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 83b. In that context the midpoint is described 

' 

further as "the middle tree that is entirely filled with eyes and the masters of the eyes can 
' 

see it from all sides and it sees them. It is hidden except from them. . . . It is already known 
that the phylacteries are an allusion to the explicit name and to the form of the tree that is 
called the Tree of Knowledge." On the mystical significance of phylacteries in Abuhfut'~ 
writings, see below, n. 153. In the commentary to Se$r ha-MeIiS, MS Munich-BS 285, 
fols 15a- 16a, Awa describes in some detail the Tree of Knowledge. which he beheld 
in a spiritual vision, as a spherical ladder with 340 rungs (corresponding to the numerid 
value of the word shem, i.e., the divine name). For a translation and analysis of this Lext, 
see Idel, Mystical Experience, pp  109- 1 13. On the symbolization of the divine name as a 
ladder in the writings of Abulafia and Isaac of Acre. see Idel, op. cit., pp. 116 and 164, 
n. 196. The Tree of Knowledge can also function as a negative symbol in Abulaf~'~ 
writines associated m ~r t icu la r  with the faculty of the i m a w o n .  See Idel,$des in 
~csra$  ~abbalah, p. 32. 

93 See E. R. Wolfson, "The Trg That is All: Jewish-Chris-n Roots of a Kabbahtic 
Symbol in Sefer hu-Bahir", Journal ofJewish Thought and Philosophy 3 (1Y93j: 31-76, 
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or alternatively it may have been influenced by the idea quite common in 
thirteenth-century kabbalistic texts regarding the seven lower scfiror that 
emanate from Binuh. In either case it is noteworthy that in t h s  context 
Abulafia focused on seven and not ten seflrot. Similarly, in 'Or hu-Sekhel 
Abulafia describes the image of Jacob engraved upon the throne as com- 
prising the seven ~ e f i r o t . ~ ~  As I have argued in a separate study,95 in t h s  
passage Jacob's image symbolically refers to the Active Intellect also per- 
sonified as Mefapon to whom is attributed the name Israel. The sigrufi- 
cance of Abuiafia's comment regarding the conpinment of the seven 
sejirot within the image of Jacob is that Mewfron comprises the seven 
intellects that most likely correspond to the seven planets That thls is 
indeed the implication of the text may be deduced from the fact that 
Abulafia notes that the word mal'akh has the same numerical value as 
hu-'elohim, that is, both equal ninety-one, and together they make up the 
sum one hundred and eighty-two, which is the respective value of the 
expressions 'el qannu ', yu 'aqov, and seven times the four-letter name 
YHWH (i. e., 7 x 26) conveyed in the expression zayyirl sejirot ha-shem. 
The containment of the seven sefirot in the image of Jacob, therefore, 
reflects the numerical equivalence of the name ya 'aqov and seven times 
the Tetragrammaton. It is evident that underlying all of these associa- 

" MSS Munich-BS 92, fol. 59b and Vatican-BAebr. 233, fol. 97b. Cf. the fragment in 
MS Paris-BN hkb. 774. fol. 69b: "The rabbis, blessed be their memory, u id  that the form 
of Jacob is engraved upon the throne of glory. . .. Thus his name comprises seven holy 
names corresponding to the seven sejirot" KO33 7plpn apD7 nilx 5 " ~ i  1 i ~ ) R  
milm 'T 73x1 atnp;l maw '1 5513 U W  ;lm .. . n33;l. (Concerning this fragment see Idel, 
Lunguuge, Torah, and Hermeneutics, p. 41 .) The meaning of this text parallels the passage 
from 'Or ha-&Wlel: Jacob (app.) = 182 = 7 x 26 (the numerical value of a"l;r*). Hence 
the name Jacob comprises the seven holy names (or permutations of the Tetragramma- 
ton) that correspond to the seven ~efwot. The emphasis on seven sefirof is also found in 
the following passage from an anonymous late-ttuneenth or eady-fourteenth-centuy 
commentary on the Torah, which bears the influence of Abulafia, in MS Oxford-BL 
1920, fol. 2b: "Know that the harp and the musical instruments in the Temple allude to 
the comprehension of thought (hsuga t  ha -whovuh) ,  which is the perfection of the 
holy spirit in the sevensejirot, and they are the seven pans of comprehension and they are 
alluded to in the seven candles of the menorah and the seven altars that Balaam arranged. 
... In the days of Messiah one whl comprehend the eighth comprehension ( h a g a h  
sheminil), which is the complete rest (mn&h s h e l e d )  of the ten srfirot." See ibid., 
fols 15a, 16b. 20a. Regarding the provenance of this text, see M. Idel, *Notes on a 
Jewish-Chnstian Debate in the Middle Ages," Jerusalem Studies in Jew& Thoughr 3 
(1984): 691, n. 10 (in Hebrew). 

95 See E. R. Wolfson, "The Image of Jacob Engraved Upon the Throne of Glory: 
Further Speculation on the Esoteric Doctrine of the German Pietists," in M m  bt: 
Studies in Kubbalistie Literature und Jewish Philosophy m Memory of Prof: Ephraun 
Gortlieb, ed. M .  Oron and A. Goldreich (Jerusalem, 1994), pp. 148- 149 (in Hebrew). On 
the explicit identfication of Megron as the throne of glory, cf. the fragment transcribed 
by Scholem, Ha-Qubbalah she1 Srfer ha-Tmiuiuh, p 228. 
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tions is a tradition about Mewtron who contains within himself the seven 
sefirot. Again, it seems that Abulafia is drawing upon an earlier strand 
of esoteric tradition. 

The appropriation of theosophc symbolism is evident as well in a 
second passage from Miifte4 ha-Tokh&ot wherein Abulafia notes that 
"the word kol alludes to the ninth sefirah and to the tenth,"% clearb 
reflecting a contemporary discussion regarding the dual signification of 
the word kol as referring both to Yesod, the ninth sefirah, and Mulkhut, 
the tenth.Y7 To cite one final example of Abulafia's appropriation of 
sefirotic kabbalah, I note the following comment in his Mafteu(t ka- 
Shemot on the verse, "You must revere the Lord your God; only Him 
shall you worship, to Him shall you cleave, and by His name shall you 
swear" (Deut. 10:20): "The matter of the seven heregs is [explicable] 
accordmg to the hidden meaning, that is he will be equal in relation to 
him. Therefore, the human species comprises seventy nations, seventy 
languages, seventy scripts, and seventy sceptres of kingship correspond- 
ing to the seventy names, and the seventh sefirah is the attribute of 
circ~mcision."~~ The theosophic symbolism utilized here by Abulafia, 
the designation of the seventh sefirdz as the male organ, can be traced 
to Sefer ha-Bahir where the divine phallus, the jaddiq, is described as 
the seventh attribute.''' 

MS Oxford-BL 1605, fol. 32b. Cf. 'Imre Shefer, MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 253a: "The 
ultimate intention of human existence is that one should comprehend one's essence and 
substance, which is the form of the yod. ... And the essence of all is the ten souls 
according to the aggregation of the ten sejiror in the sejiruh of the Shekhinah, the female 
who is impregnated and receives everything from the ALL. Her name is se&q in the 
masculine form and sedayah in the feminine." It is evident that in tfus passage as well 
Abulafia is drawing on the t e c b c a l  language of thwsopfuc kabbalah. In particular, the 
S h e k h i d ,  the last of the stfaof, receives everything from that which is technically called 
kol, the AU, which corresponds to the phallic Yesod in the standard thwsophic symbo- 
lism. 

97 Cf., e.g., Nabamdes '  commentary on Gen. 24:l. 
YB That is, Abulafi relates the biblical expression tishave 'a, "you shall swear," to the 

word shevn', i.e., seven. 
MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897. fol. 60a. On the mystical sigdcance of the seventh, 

which occupies the center position in the middle of six potencies cf. Hayye ha-Ne$sh, MS 
Munich-BS 408, fol. 50b: "Thus there are six extremities of Eden, above and below, front 
and back, right and left, and the temple of the Lord in the middle. Comp~hend  this for 
there is the splendor, majesty, radiance, light, beauty and glory, and there is the pleasure 
of the souls that delight in the comprehension of the supernal forms that are separate 
from all matter." In the same context Abulafm expresses this idea in tefms of the image of 
the SheWrinrJ! set in the middle of four camps of angels a motif drawn from earlier 
sources On the identification of the image of the temple set in the middle and the 
Teu ammaton, cf. Sefer hLI-pmJ MS Munich-BS 22, fol. 185a. 

lYDn the bahiric symbolism stu G. Scholem, On the Mysricul Shape ofthe Godhead: 
Busic Concepts in the Ka6haWl (New York, 1991), p p  93-10 1. The phallic identification 
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It is evident, moreover, that even in the highly polemical treatise, 
We-Zot li- Yrhuduh, Abulafia appropriated language from compositions 
of a theosophical nature. Thus, for example, Abulafia's description of 
the first part of kabbalah in that treatise is based on standard kabbalis- 
tic treatments of the sefirot. What is most si&cant from my vantage 
point is Abulafia's assertion that the sefirot reveal the sod ha-yibud, the 
secret of God's unity. To appreciate Abulafia's conception of sefirot, 
therefore, it is necessary to clarify his notion of divine unity. One would 
not expect Abulafia to endorse the understanqing of the ten sefirot as 
paradoxically constituting God's oneness that is found in other kabba- 
listic texts, for it is precisely t h s  notion that he considers to be more 
heretical than the Christian doctrine of the ~rinit~.' ' '  Indeed, in any 

of Mewtron seems to be implied in a fascinating passage in Ner 'Elohim, MS Munich-BS 
10, fol. 16la: "'Under His feet there was the likeness of a pavement of sapphire,' 
we-tuhut rugluv ke-mu'awh livnur ha-sappir (Exod. 24:10), this is the sejirah that is called 
sefirur ha-lavan [the white sphere] and it alludes to the snow that was beneath the throne 
of glory from whch the world was created. ... Its principle may be discerned from 
Shaddai, and this is the covenant (berit) that is called here'shit, whch is combined 
with mttrwn [the letters of the name Meptron], and its secret is revealed at the giving 
of the Torah. This is a great secret that 1 am not permitted to explain." Cf. ibid., fol. 139a: 
"Thus the secret of the semen instructs about the secret of Mepp-on." On the association 
of the phallus and MeGtron, see E. R. Wolfson, Through u Speculum Thur Shines: Vision 
and Imagination in Medieval Jewish Mysticisnt (Princeton, 1994), pp. 259, n. 304 and 
337-338, n. 40; idem, Along the Purh: Studies in Kabbulisric Myth, Symbolism. und 
Hermeneutics (Albany, 1995), pp. 129, n. 12 1 and 150- 151, n. 204. 

101 See Auswuhl, p. 19 (Hebrew section), quoted by Tishby, Widom of rhr Zohur, 

p. 974. See also Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabhuluh, pp. 55-56, n. 8. It is of interest to note 
that in 'Imre Shefer, MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 238b, Abulafia himself affirms the idea that 
the unique name of God signifies a threefold unity, i.e.. the oneness of God is expressed in 
terms of the three attributes of wisdom (hokhmah), understanding (binnh), and knowl- 
edge &'at). In that context. however, Abulafa emphasizes that God's essence is un- 
changing and incomposite and therefore the threefold manifestation must be understood 
as reflecting the vantage point of the ones who receive the divine overflow. See below 
where the text is quoted in full. Cf. 'Imre Shefer, MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 254a: "This is the 
secret of the three holy names, which instruct about the unity of the threefold [vihud ha- 
shilush) and the threefold unity (shilush ha-yihud), alluded to in [the attributes ofl Wisdom 
(hokhmah), Understanding (trvwuJI), and Knowledge (ria kt), for the three of them are 
one thing. Similarly, this alludes to the secret of time, future, present, and past, and all is 
equal." And cf. 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican-BA ebr. 233. fol. 98a: "There remain three 
seJirot and they instruct about the being of God (yeshut she1 shem). which is a threefold 
h g  (yeshut meshulah), Thought ( m u w v u h ) ,  Wisdom (hokhmah), and Understanding 
(binuh). These are the secret of unity (sod ha-yihud), and the first contains the seven 
names and t h s  one contains the three names Thus the secret of the ten sefiror contains 
the ten names together, which are the three mysteries and they arr the ways of the Lord." 
(It is worth recalling in this context that Abner of Burgos interpreted the three attributes 
of hokhmuh. b i n d ,  and &'as, as a reference to the Christological trinity. See I. Baer, "The 
Kabbalistic Doctrine in the Christoiogical Teaching of Abner of Burgos" Tnrbiz 27 
[1958]: 280-284 [in Hebrew].) Compare also the formulation in Shomer Mbwah, MS 
Paris-BN heb. 853, fol. 54a: "The bet of bere >hit (Gen. I: 1) instructs about the creatlon 
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number of contexts Abulafia unambiguously adopted a Maimonidean 
approach to depict God's unity, i.e., a simple, incomposite being with- 
out boddy parts102 But what then is the import of Abulafia's use of the 
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rabbinic idiom for heresy, cutting of the shoots,'03 to designate one who 
creates a division in the ~ e f i r o t ? ' ~  This idiom was a stock phrase used 
by kabbalists who affirmed an understanding of the sefirot as the divine 
hYpo~tase~'05 and it is clear that Abulafia has drawn this image from 
their writings. But, d Abulafia does not accept the ontological claim of 
the kabbalists who identify the sefirot as God's potencies, why does he 
adopt their formal understanding of heresy as a division created within 
the sefirot? Furthermore, Abulafia explicitly states that knowledge of 
the s e m t  imparts gnosis about the divine unity, but how is this so for 
hun? 

of the world ( h d U S h  ha-'elm), the 'ulef of irnukhi (Exod. 20::2) instructs about the 
existence of (meji'ut ha-shem), the shin of shema' (Deut. 6:4) instructs about the 
unity of (&,d h s h a m ) .  Therefore you must know the unique name that is threefold 

h - h m  ha-meyuhad u-meshlash), and one of them is as three and the three Of 

them one. The first, second, and h d  are equal and they instruct about the thW2 
beings that are equivalent . . . YHWH YHWH YHWH. Th- three unique names are the 
three mothers (shalosh 'immot), which numerically [equal] holy, hob, holy (qadosh qadosh 
q&O,&), the threefold sanctus and the threefold Messin& everythilng is equivalent." 
~ ~ f i ~ &  h a - s b t ,  MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 62a. In that context the unity of the 
threefold is connect& with both the divine names mentioned in Exod. 3:14 and the 
reptition of the divine name in the priestly blessing in Num. 12:6. Regard'& the la@% 
cf, 'Osar 'men Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 154b. Cf. Mafenh h a - s h e ~ l ,  MS NY- 
JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 87a, where Abulafa refers to the "one who knows the name Of the 102 

threefold power (&m ha-meshdash) in the triad of [the name] Yah, for the of Cf., e.g., k-Tokh401,  MS Oxford-BL 1605, fol. 39a: " K ~ ~ ~  that the 
NO are together and the one is alone, the two are above and the one is below in the w e  is averY deep knowledge. The matters counted by the number one are 
of the character of the segol.. . He knows immediately the St?Cret of the head of the Tell but the truth is that it is impossible to unity Him beyond what arises in the 
he possesses three onf~ces, which are the three vents, wncerning which he is called W e r ,  thought Of the enlightened one. He is the unique one in the perfection of unity does 
and in his hand are the ten sejirof from whch is the power of being that is called the yield from any Perspective to duality." See ibid., fol. mb, where ~ b u l ~ f i ~  interprets 
name i.1. ~ h u s  the name Gabriel [gever + 'ell is explained from the secret of the three the 103 word 'e&, "on%" in Deut. 6:4 along Maimonidcan lines 
vents, the subsun= of the whole bdy, which instruct about the length, width, and 104 See Genesis Rubbah 19:4; B. Hagigah 14b. 
depth." In the commentary to Sefir ha-Me/& MS Munich-BS 285, fol. Abulafia See the statement of Abulafia in 'Imre She@, MS ~ ~ n i ~ h - ~ ~  40, 
speaks ofk& name ~ f i e d  in its threefoldness (ha-shem ha-meyuhod be-shilusho) for the fol. 233b: "The third is Ihe 'God of Jacob,' 'eloh weaquv an extra connecring 
secret of 3130 is the one name in the secret [of the letters] MS"'$ [the a"t ba"sh of [i.e, the biblical expression ia Exod. 3% ( e e  also 3:15 and 4:s) is kluhe kvrrrhwn 
Y HwH]." On Abulafia's penchant to transform Christian doctrines (Particularfy the idea 'lohe y i ~ k /  w ~ y ~ ' ~ e  Yu'uqov] to indicate that there is no cutting of the shoots by the 
of the Trinity) into an anti-Christian polemic, see Scholem, Ha-Qabbalah she/ SPfer ha- patriarchs, but the sejirot are [unified] in them," nlpipj p ~ p  nl2#;1 nmym 5pg 
T ~ ~ ~ ~ & , ,  pp. 129, 184-186. Abulafia's adaptation of the Trinity in a philoso~hlcal- '" '5nn nl"mcra. Idel (Language, Torah. and Hermeneutics, pp. 113-1 14) ,.ites kxt 
mystical key can be fruitfuuy compared to a similar strategy of reading in medieval and lenders the wmmmt, 'aval ha-sejirot ' e ~ l m  bahem, as a *heretical 
Islamic thought. See R. Haddad, La Trinite divine chez les thhlogiens urabes 750-1050 division between the attributes applied to God." Idel relates this text to the following 
tpari$ 1985). A critique of the Christologtcal doctrine of the Trinity is also found in Sefer passage in tfayye ha- ' a a m  h-BU', MS ~ x f o r d - ~ ~  1582, fol, 2oa: ~~K~~~ that the 
ha-semf; MS Muich-BS 27, fols 198b- I99a. A polemic against the Christian idea of the patriarchs ~Iufi* the name in truth and God, blessed be H ~ ,  unified ~i~ name 
divine son can be found in mother passage in th s  work. Cf. ibid., fol. 219a: "Regarding them. as it written, 'The God of Abraham, the God of  sac, and the cod of jacob bas 
the exphnation [of the Aramaic word] bar I have alrea& instructed You that is the secret Sent me you], shall be My name forever, t h  MY appellation for all eternity' 
of the Active Intellect m d  he is the beghung of the edifice. . . . The meaning of bar is son 3:15)." In that context quoted in full by Idel, op. cit., pp. 112-1 13, ~ b u l ~ f i ~  sets 
or it is from the expression narhshequ V ~ U  (Ps 2:12). If You S Y  that it 1% f*m the Out a &ationship of the three patriarchs and respective names of ~ 4 ,  on the 
expression son (hen) in truth tb s  is how it is for just as the son is close to the father cutting the cf. Mafieah ha-Shemor, MS NY-JTSA M , ~ .  1897, fol. 7oa: "you 
so this son is close his father. Far be it from US to SY that this closeness is from the may these two entities [the cherubim] according to human potencies the two inter- 
perswt,ve of a n y t b g  shared between them as there is between a father and son. ... names, for exam~l% the intellect and the imagination, or you may call them 
Rather his level is greater than the rest and thus in accordance with the love in him that according to the divine attributa ( h a - m w l  k- ~ h i y y o r ) ,  YHWH Elohim, 
draws him close to the Lord he is called a close friend (hen bayl0 and not becam of is gven to you with r a W t  to aU of them. Yet. you must be very wrefd when you 
anything sh red  between them from the perspective of the closeness of a father and son. 'peculate them according to the divine wisdom (&-kkhmat h - p e l u h r )  lat you 
Understand that in this several nations have erred and even if some of the e&&htened =parate the shoots that are planted of old upon the first root whose final fruit is the 
(&i1im) will enter into t h s  they will not be able to withstand the subtleness of the h s t i n c t ~ e  element in man, concerning which it is =id that he is in H~~ image and in His 
matter, for the wnse perception wdi overcome them and they will go mad. Understand likeness to the universal potency (h-b* h - h l k o  as a flame bound to the 
this lo accordance with t h m  gndations (God] called 'Isfael, my cit-born sod by aadogi." Cf 'OW '-Eden Gunuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol, 15b; shJWe $k4, 
( ~ ~ o d .  4:22), just as He called the supernal Israel the first-born son so too He called p. 19. 

the lower Israel.* For a critique of the Christian faith in the divine father and son, cf. the lo' G. Scholea Ongim oj. is'&&&, trans. A. and d, R. J. zwi 
anonymous text in MS Oxford-BL 1920, fol. 23a. Werb'owsky (Princeton, 1987), p. 394; Tishby, Wisdom oj.lhP zokr, pp, 374-375. 
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lasted, the text was subject to changes through corruption; but once it 
had changed beyond recognition, it was preserved to the last letter with 
the utmost care. Indeed this corrupt Greek incantation prayer is already 
found in several Genizah fragments of the 1 lth and 12th ~enturies,"~ in 
almost literal agreement with MSS Gaster 178, New York 8128, and 
Sassoon 290 which they antedate by three to four centuries. According 
to the logic of magic, a magical spell will prove efficacious only if spoken 
in the right manner, and even a minor change might make it useless. 
This logic accounts for the stability and the persistence of "nonsense" 
in the processes of textual transmission. While apparently nonsensical, 
such elements are not without significance. 

The reconstruction of the corrupt Greek incantation prayer depends 
heavily on the Aramaic parallel version, but draws on the corpus of late 
antique Graeco-Egyptian magical literature as well. The obvious proxi- 
mity to these traditions may be of some relevance to the question of the 
age and provenance of Hurba de-Moshe, a book which is extant in med- 
ieval versions only. The "late antique" style of this Greek incantation 
prayer and the frequent occurence of "classical" magical spellwords 
which belong to the repertory of Greek papyri seem to support the 
assumption by Gaster and ~ a r ~ a l i o t h " ~  that at least parts of Hurba 
de-Moshe are of late antique origin, and perhaps of Egyptian (Alexan- 
drine) provenance. 

'I6 One of these fragments, T.3. A45.23 fol. 1'- lV, has been edited: ci. S. Hopkins 
(Ed.), A Miscellany of Literary Pieces from the Cambridge Genizah Collecrions, Cam- 
bridge 1978, p. 74f. I would like to thank Ciuseppe Veltri for brmging this important 
piece of evidence to my attention. 

' I 7  Cf Caster, The Sword of Moses, pp. 25f.; Margalioth. Srfer hu-Rrrzim, pp. 29f 

The Doctrine of Sefirot 
in the Prophetic Kabbalah of Abraham Abulafia 

(Q& 

II* 

The Doctrine oj'sejirot in Ahulafiu j. Writings 

Abulafia ostensibly follows the rationalist interpretation represented by 
Saadiah, Dunash ibn Tamim, Solomon ibn Gabirol, Judah Halevi, 
Abraham ibn Ezra, Judah ben Barzillai, and others, by assuming that 
the primary connotation of the term sefirot is rnathemati~al . '~~ Thus, to 
cite two of numerous relevant textual examples: in 'Osur 'Eden Gunuz 
he writes: "lf anything is said concerning the way of the sefirot, if they 
are considered to be numbers or entities, do not make this ditficult in 
the eyes of those who see, for there are already in many books words 
that indicate that the primary intention in this, both specific and gener- 
al, is that of n~mber." '~"  My second illustration is taken from the com- 
mentary on Sefer ha-Melis. Abulafia thus describes the object of his 
spiritual vision, the spherical ladder (ha-sullum hu-kadduri): "its a p  
pearance is the color of blue (tekhelet) like that of the sky that rotates 
on account of one known and unique purpose (tukhlit 'uhut yedu'ah 
meyuhedet). A person rotates it by means of the twenty sejirot, five 
toes on his right foot and five on his left, and similarly five fingers on 
his hand to the south and five to the north, and they turn to the right 

* Continuation of Part I published in previous issue. 
' 06  See Idel, Kabbaluh: New Perspecrives, p. 349, n. 323. On occasion Abulafia em- 

ploys the term se/iror with the primary intention of numbers without any connection to 
other entities See, e.g., 'Imre Shefe, MS Munich-BS 40, fols 231b and 269b; Shomer 
M&uh, MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fol. 55b. 

'07 MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 5a. Cf. Sefer Mufreah hu-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA 
Mic. 1897, fol. 65a; Hotarn hu-ffafiarah, MS Munich-BS 43, fols 190a-b; commentary 
to Sefir ha-MeILs, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 14a. 

Jewish Studies Quurterly, vol. 3 (1996) 

3: 1 



38 Elliot R. If bllso11 JSQ 3 

and to the ~eft ."~~"he corlceptual background of this extraordinary vi- 
sion has been discussed by ~ d e l . " ' ~  What is significant to note here is 
that in this passage Abulafia, n o  doubt influenced by the comparison of 
the ten sejrrot t o  the ten fingers of the hands and the ten toes of the feet 
in Se$r Ye.xirilll, uses the word sqfirot to  refer to  these parts of the hu- 
man  body since the prime meaning of that term in his mind is numbers. 

Beyond the philological question it can be said that the most signifi- 
cant and pervasive approach to the sefirot that emerges from Abulafia's 
volumi~ious corpus. as  I have already noted above, is the identification 
of the ten sc<firot as the ten separate intellects of the standard medieval 
Neoplatonic-Aristotelian cosmology that Abulafia would have drawn 
most directly from Maimonides."' Thus, for example, in a poem in- 
cluded in his epistle, Slieva' Netirwt Toruh, he describes God in these 
terms: mosi 'unl ha-srkhulinl ku- 'ululin~ / belir~rak lzet71 slietl~utrl 'eser 

srfi'rot / ye(lu'i111 li-ln.avot lzrr-ni~hulirn."~ In Mujieu!~ Ilu-Sl7t'r11ot Abula- 
fia compares the sclfi'rut, which are identilied a s  the separate intellects, 
with the crownlets on  the letters of the Torah scroll, a n  interpretation 
that in all likelihood is suggested by the presumed philological connec- 
tion of the words stIfirot and so/iri": 

"'* MS Munich-BS 285, fol. ISb. My translation differs from that of Ch~pman in Idel, 
.bl~s~~c.al E.~perienc,e, p. 110, which in my opinion is flawed in some critical respects. 
Chipman's rendering of the statement. jl '?lnn Y'pl nin-rJ n h n ?  ?Kin2 i;lxlni 
n n 7 0 0  n31my2 l ' ?~ jxn  ~ 1 x 1  n1ni7n 7 ~ i - r ~  nnx n + ~ n  1 1 2 ~ 2 ,  as "and its appearance like 
that of bright blue, l~ke  the image of the sky wh~ch turns about for one known special 
purpose. And man tunls about with [the help of] twenty Sefirot," rn~sses the essential 
point ofthis text, viz.. the spherical ladder is compared to the rotating cclebtial sphere and 
it is human actlon that rotates this ladder through the extremities of the upper and lower 
part of his body. The dec~dedly activistic role of man 1s completely obscured In Chipnian's 
translation. 

"Iy See 'iboke, n. 92. 
' I "  See M.  Idel, "The Sef.firor Above the Se/iror," firhr; 51 (1982): 262 (in Hebrew) 

and further references glvrn In nn. 1 1 3  1 I J ad locun~. 
" I  Phrloaophrr urld Ka;;rhhul~r, p. 5 .  A almllar descr~pt~on of the separate intellects 

occurs In Sr1i.r tru-Hr~ht,y, MS NY-JTSA h.11~. 1801, fol. 17a, but in that context the 
focus of d~scubsion 1s the tenth ~rjrruh or the Acttve Intellecr, also called the tenth 
,ittr~bute (ttrrrItlri/ hrr-'t~.ter) or the attr~bute of klngsh~p (tttrlld(rr tl~~~lkhlir). See Idel. 
.'Writ~ngs of Abraham Abulafia," p. 91. The ~ d e n t ~ t i c a t ~ o ~ i  of the kabbalists' sefirur 
and the phrlosnphers' separate tntellects I>  Ibund as well In th~rteenth-century Spaln in 
the urrtlngs of Isaac ~ b n  Lat~t; ,I ligul-e who stands on the cusp where kabbalah and 
ph~losopliy meet. See S (1 Hellzr Wilensky. "Isaac Ibn Latlf - Ph~losopher or Kabbal- 
ist?," In Jew 1311 ~lfetirt~al iitld Ret~ur.s~rrncc~ Stuhes, ed. A Altrnann (Cambridge. MA., 
1967). pp 213 -214 See also the comment of Asher k n  Davtd In h ~ s  &rush S/?rrrr hir- 
.IIz/ctrrrh, ed M H a d a h ,  ffu-Sr,qr~llrrlt I ,  no. 5 (193.1) 7, to the ett'ect that philosophers 
call the ten srfin~r the heavenly spheres ,yu/,yu/~it~. and all of them collect~vely are called 
the "sphere of the ~ntellect." g~r lg~r l  kl~-sekh~I 
"' See bclow n I X I  and especially the pdssage from (icr /ru-S/~zrt~ur mrnt~oned there. 

There is nothing on lop except the intellects separate from all matter, and 
they are in the image ol' the king's crowns in the secret of the ten .scifiro/ ol' the 
S/~ekllitiuh, for they are crowns like the crownlets of the Torah scroll that are 
not part of the letters but are the glory that dwells on the body. The proof is 
that the scribe initially writes the letter and afterwards he crowns it. ... The 
crown is a long straight line in relation to the letter and it is attached to it to 
instruct about the overflow that emanates tiom the potency that is separate 
liom the body of the letter like the hand of the scribe, by analogy, that dwells 
and rests upon it. This is the secret of the SI~ekh~t~ulr resting upon him and 
this is the nlatter of the thread of mercy that extends from Ciod upon us."' 

The identification of the silfirot a s  separate intellects is expanded in the 
following Dassage from [iu~:ve ha-Nefksh, one of  Abulafia's comnien- 
taries on  Maimonides' Guide of tlzr Prrple.red: 

The two letters he ' in the name [YHWH] instruct about the five srfirot that 
are profane and the five that are holy. These may be compared to the ten fin- 
gers, five on the right and five on the Iel't, the ones are holy and the others are 
profane. Regarding this secret we look at the fingertlails at Havdrilah and we 
bless "the one who creates the lights of fire," Ihr the lights of tire (nle'ore 't,.s/r) 
are the ten liglils (~rlr'oror) that are like the ten visions ol' prophecy (rtiur'ot 
hu-nevu hh) and its ten names. And the matter is that the fingers are the ends 
of the body and it is appropriate to gaze upon them for they are the ends of 
the body. They are not comprehended without the light that shines upon 
them liom outside ol' them, and it is separate from them and ilows upon 
them. Concerning this it says in SrJiv Yesiruh "ten srfrror br~lit~iuh [like] the 
number of the ten fingers, live corresponding to tive." to show that they are 
the purpose of existence (~uk/~li?:vor JIU-trlesi'ut) just as the fingers are the ends 
ol' the body (rokJll ipo~ lrc~-gri/) and they are ten corresponding to the separate 
intellects and the ten heaven1 spheres like the hands and feet. the ones are 
causes and the others efrects. I 

In typical Abulafian fashion the strands woven together in this text de- 
rive from different intellectual traditions, to wit, S(q2r K>,viruh, theo- 
sophic kabbalah, Haside Ashkenaz. and Mainionidean cosn~ology. De- 
spite the obvious theosophic inlluence on Abulafia's characterization of  
the stjirut, particularly evident in the bifurca~ion of the ten sqfirot into 
five holy powers on  the right and five profane powers on  the left,"' 

"' MS NY-JTSA Mlc. 1697. 1 4  X I  b In ilie commentary to Sc/c,r hrr-.bllc.lr~, MS 
Munlch-BS 2x5. fol. I4a. Abulafi;~ links ttrc~lc.'kl~rr sutrr, "work of the \ c r ~ k . "  w ~ t h  .,r/rrrr 
tttulbh-lr. "angel~c literature," ti)r both expresslona have the same letter>. Intsresttngly 
enough, In that context as uell the dlxuas~on IS about the crownlets of the letters of the 
Torah scroll 

11.4 MS Mun~ch-BS JOX. fols. 16b IYa. 
"' C'f. Slrtw~' iVc,rrvor llu- Tonrlt 111 Plr~lr~s~~~~lr~e u,rd h;rhhu/r, p. 10 And cf the 

anonymous text In MS Oxford-BL 1920, fol. Ibb. aicordlng to wh~ch the sr~/irur are 
d~vided into a group of tiye that dre good and a group of live th'it are bad. 
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the fundamental assumption regarding these sejirot is that they corre- 
spond to the separate intellects. Indeed, the application of the term 
sefirot to the separate intellects is predicated on a mathematical conno- 
tation of the term. As Abulafia explicitly notes in 'Osar 'Eden Gunuz: 
"If you want to comprehend the sefirat as is appropriate, count them, 
for they are thus called sefirot and they are ideal thoughts If you do 
not think you cannot count and if you do not count you cannot thnk.  
The sefiruh is an enumeration and nothing else," we-'im tirseh lehuvin 
ha-sejirot ke-ru'uy sufrum ki 'ul ken niqre'u sefirot we-hen ritahshuvot 
we-'im lo' tahshov lo' tukhul lispor we-'im lo' tispor lo' tukhal luhshov 
we-ha-sefiruh heshbon hi' lo ' duvar hher. l 6  Similarly, in another one of 
his commentaries on Sefer Yqiruh Abulafia remarks: "the sefirot are 
ideal thoughts and they are the ideal intelligible forms, and these are 
the ten ideal intelligible sefirot," hu-sefirot usher hen ha-mahshavot hen 
hu-surot ha-nehshavo t liu-sikhlivo t we-hen 'eser sefiro t nehshavo t 
sikhliyot."' The same point is reiterated in a third text, Gun Nu'ul, but 
in that context the issue is cloaked in the symbolic language of theo- 
sophic kabbalah, perhaps drawn from Stfir ha-~ahir."~ The passage 
appears at the conclusion of a relatively lengthy enumeration of the 
sefirot that 1 alluded to above: 

The tenth [of the sejirot] that is first has the name rnahshavah, and it is 
called supernal crown (keter 'elyon), and its secret interchanges with the first 
[sefiruh] that is the tenth since her name is sedeq. Thus when a person has a 
correct thought (muhshavuh sodeqet) he receives a comprehensive force from 
these two sefirot, and the numerical value of nzahshavuh is sefiruh.'19 Thus 
the computation, enumeration, and number is the first root to bring forth 

"%s Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 19a. The same nexus of ideas is apparent in Abulafia's 
statement in Srfer hu-Yashar, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 24b: YY lmY5 15 1'1X 1J 5Yl 
ni2wnla nnwnna 5 ~ 5  nnlooa HJ Y - ~ W  TY ninma 5 ~ n  niwDla n n m  
yawn inw2i pmn  121 i'ni2wnn 52 a12n 1.5~1 1ni1n2. It appears that in this text the 
sejirar function as the contemplative means that facilitate conjunction with the divine. On 
this topic see further below. In We-Zor Ii- Yehudah (Aurwuhl, p. 14) Abulafia contrasts the 
two sources of knowledge, the intelligible (muskat) and the sensible (murpsh), in these 
terms: "the intelligible comprises at first the essences of the ten sefiror (hawwayof Oser 
scjiror), for they are the principle of all intelligibles that derive from the intelligible 
thou ht (ha-niu~huvuh ha-sikhlii)." "' &rush S&r Ywruh _IItnoni, p. 42. Cf. 'lsh :(dam, MS Munich-BS 285,fol. 20a: 
07t)i Tin8 1710~ r2wnna 9?'~oa 3 ~ w a  'IW~ nJa mai a v r l  ;n3m '- aim 
n5i9a un2a n5isa n i l .  

' I 8  The relevant passages are Sefer ha-Buhir @$ 120 and 128. 
"' That is, both terms equal 355. Cf. 'Or hu-Sekhel, MS Vatican-BA ebr. 233, 

fol. 105b: "Every thought (ma&havuh) IS a rejirah according to the secret of computation 
and number. Everythng depends on number and computation." Cf. Ner 'Elohinl, MS 
Munich-BS 10. fol. 150a: 59 la131 nil'sw ' 7  155x1 la1 la*n12wnn n l l 3 ~ o  ni2wnn nl17Do 
a5yn5 mn7a 710 -3 a5~na  n im.  

through them the intellect from potentiality to the complete and true actual- 
ity."' 

In Abulafia's thinking the phenomenon of number is intrinsically con- 
nected to the element of measure in the double sense of numerical 
measurement and hypostatic quality or  attribute. Consider, for example, 
the following remark in Mujieuh ha-Shernor: "Just as the inkstand of 
the scribe is a vessel for the ink that is the matter, so too the number 
one is a vessel through which every measure is measured. Thus it is 
said that there are thirteen attributes as the number one [i.e., the letters 
of the word 'ehad equal thirteen], and this'is g"i matria for it is one 
matter."I2' The secret of the traditional thirteen attributes of God's 
mercy bod-girrivzel tniddot ra~zumirn) is here related to the word for 
numerology, git~zatria. By a clever exegesis employing Hebrew and La- 
tin, Abulafia playfully breaks up the word girnutriu (K'lDD7X) into two 
components, "gi" ('I), i.e., the Hebrew consonants ginzmel and yod, 
whch equal thirteen, and "matria" ( K ' i u n )  from the Latin muteriu, 
i.e., matter. Encoded in this word, therefore, is the notion that there is 
one matter or measure for the thirteen attributes. 

In light of this understanding of the sefirot one can appreciate Abu- 
lafia's appropriation of the language of the kabbalists whom he ostensi- 
bly opposed, i.e., those who viewed the sejiror as hypostatic entities that 
constitute the divine nature. As I have noted, Abulafia himself acknowl- 
edges that it is correct to conceive of the ten sefirot as representing the 
divine unity. To speak in this way means that the intellects are the 
conduits that channel the divine overflow and thus act as the forces 
that unify God's energy in the universe. In one passage in Shorner 
Miswah, written in 1287, Abulafia utilizes the language of Sejir 
Yesirah, as mediated particularly through the prism of theosophic kab- 
balah, to describe the ten intellects: 

The secret of the intellects is five corresponding to five, five from the right 
and five from the left, the ones on the right acquitting and the ones on the 
left condemning. The unique and simple one, which is the holy name, me- 
diates between them inclining this way or that way according to judgment 
and mercy together. I" 

120 MS Mun~ch-BS 58, fol. 320b. C t  'Inlre SIt<fer, MS Munich-BS 40, Sol. 273a: 

"Know that the 'uleA which is [numerically] one. is the matter tbr all the .scfioi in thought 
until yod which is ten. and ~t is their end. Therefore it IS called Shi.kliitiuh for it is the end 
of thought (rrtklzlit kc-nzah.thuvuli)." Underlyrng Abulafia's comment 1s the numerical 
equivalence of the word? ~I-JW and a2wnn5, i.e.. both equal 385 

1 2 '  MS NY-JTSA Mic 1897, fol. 6hh. 
122 MS Paris-BN hkb. 853, fol. &a. Cf ' l~nrc Slirfir, MS Munich-BS 40, iol. 242b: 

"the ten sefiror are divided [into] the scale of merit and the scale ofdernen~." And ibid.. 
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The sefirot are no t  mentioned explicitly in this passage, bu t  it is  ob- 
vious that  behind the  description o f  the  intellects is t he  assumed identi- 

fication o f  the  latter as the sejirot. Significantly, Abulafia characterizes 
the  intellects in t e rms  o f  the two  principal divine a t t r ibutes  judgment  

and mercy. God is  the force that  mediates between the  two sides"3 

fol. 248a, where Abulafia remarks that the faces of the four angelic creatures of the 
chariot together with the image of a human that sits upon the throne refer to the "five 
thoughts that interchange with five corresponding to them, and the secret of the five 
thoughts is in the secret of the five sefiroi in the image of the five fingers, which 
correspond to five, and they are balanced in the two hands in the secret of the scale 
of merit and the scale of demerit, right and left." Cf. ibid., fol. 249a, and fol. 25la: "The 
first verse [in Scripture] is divided into a right half and a left half, and there are fourteen 
letters on the right and fourteen on the left. This is the secret of the ten sefiror, five 
corresponding to five, according to the number of the ten fingers, and their secret is 
fourteen from one side corresponding to fourteen, in the secret of the ha logue . "  

The notion that 1 have attributed to Abulafia is stated explicitly by his disciple in 
Shu'are SedPq, p. I1 : "The yodis a point that is very small in its quantitative form, but it is 
very big in terms of the level of the quality of its inwardness It takes shape in the form of a 
half-circle in relation to the lower entities even though it is a complete circle in the upper 
entities . . . You already know that external pronunciation [of the letter] instructs about 
the internal [letters], and the internal divides into two [i.e., the wanb and &let of the yod 
when the name of this letter is spelled out in full as yod-wow-daler , ?"1'] as is necessitated 
by the supernal reality known according to the kabbalah, and they are the attribute of 
judgment and the attribute of mercy. The dalet-wow (1"7) added to the yod(7.V) instructs 
about them. There is a second division and they are the two occurrences of the letter he'in 
the name [YHWH], and they are ten in truth, five corresponding to five, and they are the 
inner sefirot." See below, n. 146. Cf. Ner 'Elohim, MS Munich-BS 10, fol. 130a: "The 
attribute on the right, which is the attribute of mercy, is in the head and in the end is the 
attribute of judgment in the tail. The priest receives the two powers through the ten 
sefiror, whch are the number of the ten fingers, five corresponding to five, in the ten 
words. and the two faces correspond to the sefiroi and the potencies Therefore, [the priest] 
rotates from side to side to bless the people face to face, for the supernal providence is 
found face to face." Cf. ibid., fol. 133b: "[The priest] forms with [each of] his hands three 
divisions, two fingers in one division, two fingers in the second division, and one finger 
that corresponds to two in all of its powers. . . . Thus there are six and similarly six on the 
left resulting in twelve, which correspond to the twelve diagonals in the world, twelve 
months of the year, and twelve leaders in the soul. All of this is to rotate the attributes 
(Irgrrlgel ha-middot) and to draw one after the other, the attribute of judgment after the 
attribute of mercy." Cf. ibid., fol. 134b: "[The priest] should raise his face, for to this the 
raising of the hands alludes, corresponding to the face between the ears and the eyes, on 
account of the matter of 'know what is above you' - an eye that sees and an ear that hears 
through the Len sefiror, for the complete providence is from them upon ten, for ten is the 
final, perfect number. .. . Therefore, the power that is enumerated in the sefiror and the 
fingers is dwided into parts that are known and the face of man is amongst them [to] the 
right and the left, mercy and judgment. Therefore peace comes at the end of everytiung 
[i. e., at the conclusion of the priestly blessing; cf. Num. 6:27] to place peace amongst the 
attributes" On the rotating gesture of the priest, cf. the passages from Abulafia cited 
below in nn. 216 and 219. The &vision of the ten sefuot into the two attributes of mercy 
and judgment is also implied in Ner 'Elohim, MS Munich-BS 10, fol. 171b. In that 
context God is depicted as the judge that mediates ktween the right and left. 
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The sefirot, therefore, are the intellects that  collectively represent the 
potency of God active in the  cosmos'24 In Mufieah ha-Toklzuhot Abu-  

lafia states tha t  the  Torah is the  word o f  God that  comprises the  ten 
s e f r ~ t . ' ~ ~  As ldel already observed, i n  this passage the  expression 

"word o f  God" refers t o  the  Active Intellect and the ten srfirot to the  

ten separate intellects contained therein.lZ6 According to this text, 

therefore, t he  Torah is collapsed in to  the ten sefirot, or t o  p u t  the mat- 
ter somewhat  differently, the unity o f  the ten s e m t  consti tute the di- 

vine word, which is the ~ 0 r a h . I ' ~  In Sitre Torah, ano the r  one o f  his 

commentar ies  on Maimonides' Guide, Abulaf ia  expresses this view in 
the following way: "The h u m a n  being i n  his creation should  contem- 

plate this fo rm in the  supernal realities as i t  says in  Sefer Yesirah con- 
cerning the ten sefirot belimh whose appearance is like tha t  o f  light- 

ning.""' The same idea i n  slightly different terminology is a t f i rmed by 
Abulafia in  a passage f rom Huyye hu-Nehsh cited above.'29 Building 

upon the fact that  the  text i n  Sefer Yesirah itself speaks o f  ten fingers 
and ten toes (although the  reference is still only to ten sefirot), Abulafia 

mentions both the separate intellects and the heavenly spheres. In the  

A more cosmologically oriented interpretation of the sefiroi is found in earlier 
sources Cf., e. g., Midrush T d c h e ,  Q: 2, in A. Jellinek, Be1 Midrush, 3rd edition (Jer- 
usalem, 1967), 3: 165. In my opinion tfus approach rather than the theosophical orienta- 
tion (as suggested by Scholem, Origins, p. 8 l )  underlies the reference to the sejirot in Svjer 
ha-Bahir, 8 124. The cosmological interpretation of the sefiroi is also accepted by various 
medieval philosophical commentators on the work, including Saadiah Gaon, Judah 
Halevi, Abraham ibn Ezra, Solomon ibn Gabirol, and Judah ben Barzillai. 

Iz5 MS Oxford-BL 1695, fols 16b-17a. 
126 Language, Torah, and Hermeneurics, p. 33. On the identification of Torah and the 

Active Intellect see the material dscussed by Idel, op. cit., pp. 35-38, and 163, n. 33. See 
also Scholem, Mujor T r e d ,  p. 141. This identification underlies the statement in Hayye 
hu-Neksh, MS Munich-BS 408, fol. 50a: "In relation to us the Torah is in potent~ality and 
it is repared to be actualized." 

'' On the relation of the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. the constituent elements of 
the Torah, and the Active Intellect, cf. the statement in Mufte4 ha-Shemor, MS NY- 
JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 67b: "Thus it is written in Sefer Yesirah, two stones build two 
houses, and these are the 231 (X"h) gates whence derives all being (W'),  and this is the 
secret of Israel our father who is called the Active Intellect, and he is Israel the Elder." In 
this passage one of the traditional designations of MeBfron, ~UTW', is decomposed into 
U"51 and W'. This name thus alludes to the fact that all existence (W* )  derives from the 
231 (Nu'??) combinations of letters Cf. ' 0 ~ r  'Eden G m z ,  MS Oxford-BL 1580, 
fol. 158b; Joseph Glkatilla, Ginnat 'Egoz (Jerusalem, 1989), p. 356. Both of these texts 
are cited by M. Idel, Golem: Jewish Magical und Mystical Trdirwns on the Artificiul 
Anthropoid (Albany, I m ) ,  pp. 98, 1 14- 1 15, n. 15. The influence of Abulafia is discem- 
iMe in a passage from Reuven &&ti's commentary on Ma 'urekher ha- 'Elohui, 97b, as 
noted already by Idel, Language, Torah, and Hermeneurics, p. 41. 

'" MS Paris-BN Mb. 774, fols 133b- 134a. 
129 See n. 114. 
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most precise sense, however, the ten sefirot correspond to the intellects 
This identification is also implied in the following passage from Abula- 
fia's Sejkr ha-Hesheq: "These are the ideal sejirot, with joy they 
praise'30 the ten names for they are two witnesses concerning the tenth, 
which is malkhut in the east."I3l Abulafia has here appropriated the 
term mlkhut ,  one of the standard kabbalistic designations of the 
Shekhinah, the last of the sefirot, and applied it to the Active Intellect, 
which comprises the other sefirot or separate intellects. Similarly, in We- 
Zot li-Yehuduh, Abulafia writes that the Shekhinah "comprises ten 
~ e f i r o t , " ' ~ ~  the implication of this statement being that the Shekhinah is 
the Active Intellect that includes within itself all of the ten separate 
intellects, which are the sefirot. In Huyye ha-Nefesh this idea is affirmed 
in the following passage: 

The matter of the finger [of God] is one sejTrah, and this without doubt 
comprises all of them for it is the tenth. Therefore ten commandments were 
written on the tablets, and the first commandment contains them all. There- 
fore [the Decalogue] begins with anokhi, which starts with ulef ( x )  and ends 
with yod ('), and the word ken (13) is in the middle to inform about this and 
that and to instruct about the beginning and end.'33 

The point is made as well in 'Ojur 'Eden Gunuz: "This is knowledge of 
God without doubt, and thus the ten sefirot are joined, and they are 
everything ('eser sefirot mehubberot hem h a - k o ~ ) . " ' ~ ~  In the continua- 
tion of this text Abulafia notes that the tenth sefiruh, i.e., the Active 
Intellect, is both first and last, the secret of the head and tail, the brain 
and the penis.135 This description naturally calls to mind the mythic 

"' Abulafia here plays on the three words, mu~~shuvat, be-srmhot, and meshuhhehat, 
slnce all three are made of the same consonants 

"' MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1801, fol. 31b. 
I J 2  Ausn'ahl, p. 23. It is possible that the containment of the ten seJrot in Metatron is 

~mplied in Baruch Togarmi's statement in Majtehot ha-Qubbalah, in Scholem, Ha- 
Quhhulah she1 SeJir hu-Temunuh, p. 234: "This is the angel of the intellect (mul'ukh 
ha-sekheo who is entirely computation (kulo treshbon), the foundation of the Tetragram- 
maton (yesod shem YH WH), as was stated above, the hleJ' that mediates [between the 
mem and shin, merit and guilt]. . . . Know that this is the secret of the world of intellects 
('alum ha-sekhulim) and it is the light of His garment ('or levtrsho) whence everything was 
created." 

'" MS Munich-BS 408, fols 42a-b. 
I W  MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 7a. Cf. 'Imre Sirefiir, MS Munlch-BS 40, fol. 231a: "Thu 

knowledge is knowledge that a person has of I s  Creator by means of knowledge of the 
expliclt name upon whlch all names are dependent, and he is the first of all creatures and 
the Holy Spirit is engraved upon him. and he is the soul that comprises all souls" It 
appears that in this context Metatron is identified as the explicit name of God. i. e.. the 
Tetra rammaton. 

"'MS Oxbrd-BL 1580. fol 161: ..Thus you find that the head is joined to the tail. 
and when you know the truth that h ~ s  name is his spirit and his splrit is his name you will 
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image of the uroboros, the snake eating its own tail, which symboli- 
cally represents the unity of the sefirot, for the first is the last and the 
last is the fust. For Abulafia Metatron is both the first and last of the . . 
intellects and thus he is represented respectively as the elder (zayyen) 

discern the secret of the union of the head and the tail." Cf. "Sefer ha -~ t , "  p. 70. In this 
remarkable text Abulafia contrasts the "closed head" (ro'sh satum) upon which rests the 
crown of Torah (keter tornh) and the "open tail" ( z m v  puturr~i) upon which rests the 
diadem of royalty (hreret malkhut). It would seem that Abulafia has here appropriated 
the symbolism of the first and last of the emanations ketrr and 'uraruiz, from theosophic 
kabbalah; it is also likely that there is an implicit sexyal connotation in the use of these 
symbols (The phallic connotation of the word "tail" is evident from the description of the 
letter gimmel in Sehr h-Buhir 9: 155 as that which "draws by way of the head and 
e'aculates by way of the tail." See Wolfson, "Tree That is All," p. 54.) Cf. "Sefer ha- &" p. 71: ''1 have come first to place the diadem of splendor ('a(eret /$'ere,) on the head 
of the first head and this is h s  name that is called the crown of Torah according to the 
Lord (kerer rorah hlp i  YHWH)." On the identification of the Tetragrammaton and the 
crown of Torah, cf the passage from Sitre Torah, MS Paris-BN heb. 774, fol. 147b, cited 
in Idel, Language, Tori~h, arul Hermmeurics, p. 162, n. 28. In Sefer ha-Hufiurah, MS 
Munich-BS 285, fol. 30b, the crown of Torah (keter torah), which is the divine name 
(YHWH = 26, which is written out as 'esrim wa-shbhah; ef. Gikatilla, Ginnat 'Egoz, 
p. 27), is identified with the ten commandments ('meret ha-devuripn). The expressions 
keter toruh, 'esrim nu-shishuh, and hveret ha-drvurinr all equal 123 1. On the linkage of the 
Tetragrammaton and the fust of the sefirot designated the supernal crown, cf. the 
anonymous commentary on the Torah in MS Oxford-BL 1920, fol. 6a: "The life-force 
(ha-hayyin~) is greater than the crowns (ha-ketarim) for the [letters that complete the] full 
spelling (milluy) of the Tetragrammaton ( ~ " 3  1"l K " 3  ?"v) equal eighteen [i.e., the wunJ (= 
6) and &let (= 4) of? "iy.  the hlef (= 1) of K "3, the waw (= 6) of i "1, and the hlef(= 1) of 
H"?, together equal 18 (6 + 4 + I + 6 + 1); this numerical equation only works when the 
waw of the Tetragrammaton is spelled as Y"', and not as i " ~ 1 ,  which is how it appears in 
the manuscript; with that spehng there is an extra 'ulef and thus the sum would be 
nineteen rather than the desired eighteen], and this is the life of the worlds (hei ha- 
'olcunim), and the [word] hei refers to the supernal crown from which the influx overflows 
to the other se jb t ."  On the image of the head and tail applied to Adam, cf. Mufteuh hu- 
Shernot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 53b. Cf 'Osur 'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, 
fol. 160a. In the commentary to Sefer ha-Melis, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 16a, the images 
of the head and tail are applied to Hokhmuh and Blnah: "Thus you will find that 
Hokhmuh and B i d  are in the image of the sun and moon, the head and the tail and 
the tail and the head." On the union of the head and tail, cf. Barukh Togami, Mafte@r 
hu-Qabbalah, in Scholem, Ha-Qubbulah she1 Sefer lw-Temunah, p. 230: "This is the secret 
of making from the end the beginning and from the beginning the end, to join and unite 
one with the other in a way that there will be no divisions in the rotation, rather [it is] like 
the 'dance of Mahanaim' (Song of Songs 7:1), whch is the secret of the name in its 
vocalization as is known. . . . This is the beginning [that is] Israel (re'shit yisru'eo, and this 
is the secret of 'they shall strike at your head, and you shall strike at their heel' 
(Gen. 3:15), and similarly there is mention of a head and a tail (cf. Deut. 28:44), which 
is either keter [crown] or kuret [extermination]." (The wordplay between keter and kuret is 
employed by Abulafia himself. Cf 'fmre Shefrr. MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 266b. On the use 
of the words keter and kuret to characterize the dialectical nature of divine wisdom, cf. 
Sefer ha-Seruf; MS Munich-BS 22, fols 184a-b). Cf. Mujiehot ha-Qabbulah, p. 237: "His 
beginning and His end are true, HIS end and His beginning are one." On the correlation 
of the head and tail of the astrological dragon, the Teli, respectively with Metatron (or 
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and youth (na'ar), lsrael and ~ a c 0 b . I ~ ~  The title kol is appropriately ap- 
plied to the Active Intellect inasmuch as it comprises within itself all 
of the separate intellects In a second passage from the same work 
Abulafia writes: "Know that all the attributes (tniddot) are dependent 
upon the Holy Spirit to guide them for it is the guide of everything 
(manhig ha-kol). Therefore one sefirah, which is the Active Intellect, is 
called the All (ha-kol) . .. and its name is the angel of the Lord, and it 
is the angel whose name is YHWH, and it is the one in whose hands 
are all the attributes, and the attribute of malkhut is attributed to the 
tenth attribute."I3' 

The interpretation of the sefirot as separate intellects underlies two 
other motifs connected to the sefirot in Abulafia's writings, viz., the 
immanentistic view of the sefirot as cosmic forces and the anthropo- 
centric understanding of the sefirot as psychological states contained in 
the human being. Both of these approaches have been noted by 1de1,I3* 
and for my present purposes I should like to focus only on some as- 
pects of the latter that are particularly germane to this analysis. It is 
evident from several of his writings, particularly lengthy passages in 
We-Zot li- Yehudah and Mujieuh ha-Sefirot, that Abulafia reinterpreted 
the theosophical understanding of the sefirot in light of a psychological 
model. In some cases Abulafia retains the language of kabbalistic inter- 
pretations of the sefirot, but he no longer viewed the latter as ontic 
grades emanating from the Infinite; the sefirot are understood as stages 
of the inner human experience. Thus, for example, in We-Zot li- 

Michael) and Sandalphon (or Gabriel), the right side or the attribute of compassion and 
the left side or the attribute of judgment, see the passage from Ner 'Elohim translated in 
Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, pp. 77-78. The interchangeability of the first and tenth 
of the se$rot is also emphasized by Gikatilla, Ginnat 'Egoz, p. 141. For Gikatilla, 
however, the ten sefirot comprise the four elements and the six cosmic directions Cf. 
ibid., pp. 134, 144, 153- 154 (in that context GikatiUa draws a parallel between the ten 
sejiror and the letters and vowels wlch  are likewig divided into five comsponding to 
five), 333. A slightly different approach seems to be implied by Gikatilla, ibid., pp. 329- 
332. In that context the sefiror are identified as the ten heavenly spheres, which are 
arranged in the following order: the moon, Mercury, Venw the sun, Ma& Jupiter, 
Saturn, the constellations 'Aravot, and the tenth Intellect (or the sphere of the separate 
Intellects). 

See Wolfson. .'bane of Jacob," D. 149, n. 95 
I-'' MS ~ ~ f b r d - B L  1580, fol. 71 a. ~ f :  M a f d  ha-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, 

fol. 56b. In that context Abulafia designates the intellectual overflow from the Active 
Lntellect by three names, the "splendor of the Shekhuurh" according to the kabbalist, the 
"light of the intellect" accorhng to the philosopher, and the "Holy Spirit" according to 
the righteous soul. On the identification of the Shekhinah, the tenth sefirah, as the Active 
Intellect in Abulafia, see Scholen Ha-Qabbulah she1 Sefer ha-Temunah, p. 157. 

13' Kirhbalah: New Perspectives, pp. 144-149; has id^ Between E c s r q  a d  Magic, 
pp. 228-232. 
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Yehudah, he writes in language that seems to have been borrowed from 
the kabbalist Ezra of ~ e r o n a ' ~ ~ :  "From this you will know that the last 
compounded reality, that is man, comprises all the s e f i t ,  for his intel- 
lect is the Active ~ntel lect ." '~  Similarly, in Haupye hu-'Olam ha-Ba' he 
comments that the "ten sejirot are in each per~on." '~ '  In that context it 
is evident that the ten sefirot correspond to the five external senses and 
the five internal senses ldel is correct to point out the "shift in focus 
from the theosophical to the human experience, from the Sefirot as di- 
vine to the Sefirot in man. . . . What is novel and important about Abu- 
lafia is not his assumption of the existence of ten Sefirot in the human 
soul but his understanding of the names of the Sefirot, according to 
theosophical nomenclature, as processes taking place within man."'42 It 
is certainly the case, therefore, that one should speak here of a "dehy- 
postatization of the theosophical hierarchy" for the sefirot do not refer 
primarily to the potencies of the Godhead. 

It must be pointed out, however, that in the relevant Abulafian texts 
an intrinsic connection is made between the supernal sefirot, which cor- 
respond to the separate intellects, and the lower sejirot, which corre- 
spond to human activities As Idel himself recognized, mystical union is 
attained by knowledge of the ten sefirot internalized within human nat- 
ure because these attributes facilitate the drawing down of the emana- 
tion that overflows from the supernal ~ e f i r 0 t . I ~ ~  The point is made par- 
ticularly well in a passage from Gun Nu'ul cited above.'j4 According to 
that text divine unity is intrinsically related to the active unification of 
the ten sejirot, i. e., the ten intellects, on the part of the individual. Not 
to unify these ten entities is effectively to disrupt the divine unity, re- 
ferred to here as elsewhere by the traditional idiom of cutting the 
shoots. The priority occupied by the sefirot over the letters is not a 

139 Cf MS Vatican-BA ebr. 441, fols 46a-b, and see Idel, Kahhaluh: New Perspec- 
rives, p. 146. See also Ezra's formulation in the "Sodot Ma'aseh Bereshit," included in his 
commentary to Song of Songs 6:2, in Kitve Rumban, 2:s 10: "The level of primal Adam is 
such that he completes the ten sejiror. .. . The Holy Spirit will dwell upon him for he 
contains and is crowned and adorned by the ten se/iror." 

140 Auswahl, p. 20. Th~s passage is discussed by Idel, Studies m Ecstatic Kabbaluh. 
p. 9. 

141 MS Oxford-BL 1582, fol. 21a. 
'" Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 149. 
'43 Kabbalah: New Perspectrves, p. 149; Hmdism Between Ecstuvywtd Mug,'., p. 231. 

See idem, "Historical Introduction," p. xxviii: "For Abulafia, the Names of the Sefirot 
which are in fact the Divine Names, rather than knowledge of the D~vine Powers or the 
m m p t  to influence them m theosophical Kabbalah, serve as pan of his mystical 
technique in reaching the experience of ecstasy." 

ler See n. 45. 
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mere concession on the part of Abulafia to other kabbalists, but reflects 
his commitment to the idea that contemplation of the sefirot results in 
the intellectual overflow that facilitates the attainment of prophetic con- 
sciousness The point is affirmed as well in Mufteuh ha-Shentot: "There 
is no doubt . . . that prophecy does not come to anyone who prophecies 
in truth except by way of letter-combination (derekh seruf ha-'otiyyot) 
in conjunction with knowledge of His ways, the paths of His configura- 
tions, the arrangements of His plans, and the pathways of the secret of 
the sefirot together with comprehension of the mysteries of the matters 
of the names"I4' Similarly, in another epistle Abulafia writes that "a 
person can cleave to each and every sefiruh from the aspect of the es- 
sence of the influx that overflows from its emanation upon His sejirot, 
which are His ten attributes. .. . One must mentally concentrate to at- 
tain comprehension until the enlightened kabbalist will comprehend 
them, and a discernible overflow will emanate upon him."'46 The unity 
of the sefiror, therefore, corresponds to a state of mystical union by 
means of which the individual receives the intellectual overflow from 
the supernal sefirot or separate intellects through the Active Intellect, 
personified either as the angel of the Lord who bears the Tetragramrna- 
ton or as the Torah. There is a perfect homology between the sefirot 
above and the internalization of the sefirot experienced as psychic states 

14' MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 91a. 
'& MS Sassoon 56, fol. 33a, cited by Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 350, n. 333. 

For an alternative English rendering, see op. cit., pp. 148- 149; see also Husidisni Between 
Ecstasy and Magic, p. 230. The ontic assimilation of the microanthropos, who comprises 
within himself ten sefirot, and the macroanthropos, which is the iconic form of the 
supernal sefirot, is emphasized by Abulafia's disciple in Sha 'are Sedeq, pp. 1 1 - 13, 20- 
21. See Idel, Kabbabh: New Perspectives, p. 347, n. 303. In the relevant passages of that 
text the ascent and metamorphosis of the lower anthropos into the upper, enthroned 
anthropos is depicted particularly in terms of the umtication of the two yo& (wlch in 
fact are both contained in one yod for the plene spelling of that letter is yod-waw-dulet, 
and the wuw and &let together have the numerical value of yo4 see above, n. 123). The 
joining of the yo& in a complete circle signifies the conjunction of the human intellect 
and the Active Intellect. The mystical equivalent to this conjunction is the reintegration 
of the lower and u p p r  s 4 r o t .  Cf. Sha'are Sedeq, pp. 20-21: "You already know that the 
yod is the limit of the ten s e m t  and it comprises all the sefirot because it receives power 
from them all, and man is the last of the compounded entities . . . Therefore, he is a yod in 
this world for he has received power from everything and he comprises everything like the 
yud in [the realm ol] the sefirot. Therefore, there is no difference between dxs ,vad and that 
pod except a hairsbreadth, that is, a very subtle, small matter from the side of spirituality. 
[The yod of the mundane man] is the completion (milluy) of the other yod [of the supernal 
anthropos]. ... And this is the secret of 'and to Him shall you cleave' (Deut. 10:20), the 
cleaving of the yod with the yod to complete the circle." For a slightly different rendering, 
see Idel, Kabbahh: New Perspectrves, p. 63. See idem, Studies in Ecstatic Kahbuluh. p. 26, 
n. 57. 
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on the mystical path. The homologous relation is facilitated by the fact 
that through h s  intellect a person can be conjoined to, in fact united 
with, the Active Intellect and thereby gain knowledge of the ten sefirat. 
In the state of conjunction (devequt) there is a virtual ontic identitica- 
tion of the mystic and God through the agency of the Active Intel- 
lect.I4' This identification implies not only that the human becomes 
divine but also that the divine becomes human. 

Unification of God through activation of the internal sefirot is pre- 
sented by Abulafia as the unique calling of the Jewish people: "If you 
know what was said in the matter of thelMegillah with respect to 
Esther and Mordecai the Jew you will comprehend from them the way 
of yh, yod hem. Thus it is appropriate for the way of the Jews to be vod 
according to the number of the sefirot, and it is called by the name 
~ h a d d a i . " ' ~ ~  A special connection is thus made between the letter yod, 
which represents the ten sefirot, and the Jewish people, the yehudim. 
The reference to the name Shaddai also suggests that this connection is 
mediated through the tenth of the sefirot, the Active Intellect or Meta- 
tron (whose name has the same numerical value as Shaddai). The point 
of the passage, therefore, is that the distinctive role of the Jew is to be 
conjoined to the Active Intellect - indeed to be transformed ontically 
into the angelic being whose name is shaddai14' - and in that manner 
Jewish life is circumscribed within the circle of the ten sefirot. I surmise 

147 The point has been convincingly shown by Idel, Studies in Ecsfatic Kubhuluh, 
pp. 1-31. The homology of the upper and lower attributes is emphasized by Abulafia in 
"Sefer ha-61," p. 83: "Rock of Israel, the one who governs the attributes and adjudicates 
upon the attributes (shufe! hu-middot we-dnn ha-muldor), until the supernal ones become 
the lower ones of the earth and the lower ones the supernal ones of heaven." Cf. the 
explanation of the lifting of the ten fingers in the priestly blessing in Ner 'Elohim, MS 
Munich-BS 10, fol. 135a: "The secret will be that the ten will be equivalent to the ten, and 
the ten spiritual, divine attributes will be equal to and participate with the ten spiritual, 
human attributes through a shared reality and the reception of providence and govern- 
ance from them (be-shittuf mesi'ut u-ve-yuhhuht hashgahuh we-hunhuguh me-hem), but 
the are not equal in gradation." 

MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol 6b. On Mordecai and Esther. cf. also 'Imre Shefer, MS 
Munich-BS 40, fol. 230b. Mordecai is identified expticitly with Metacron in Sefer la- 
Hafurah, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 29a. In "Sefer ha-Ot." p. 71. the name of the hushmu1 
is said to be yod and it is clear from the context that the ~ h m u l  is identical with 
Megtron. 

14' On the transformation of the mystic into Shaddai, cf. the Abulafian texts cited and 
discussed by Idel. Studres 61 Ecslatic Kubbaluh, pp. 10, 15-16. The special role accorded 
to the Jew in this process is also underscored by the fact that one of the names of 
Mewtron is Israel, an older esoteric idea buttressed by the numerical equivalence of 
the expressions yisru'el and sekhel ha-po'el. See  Scholem, Ha-Qabbaluh she1 Sefpr hu- 
Temunah, p. 157. 
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that this is the implication of the following rationale that Abulafia of- 
fers in Maf te4  ha-Tokhahot for the ritual of  phylacteries: 

Thus the matter of the binding of the phylacteries is on the weak hand (yud 
k z h ~ h ) . ' ~ ~  "And they are a testimonial," this is the secret of the unique sign 
('or meyuhedet) and this is the yod that comprises the ten sefirot belimah. Un- 
derstand this from the knot that is sealed with the letter yod. And thus the 
four sections, abgnd, are ten.I5' Thus this is alluded to [in the interpretation] 
"upon your hand" ('a/ yadekha), d o  not read "your hand" mdekha) but 
"your y o 8  ~ v o d e k h a ) ' ~ ~ .  . . . Thus the secret of the phylacteries is ten, an allu- 
sion to the ten sefirot belimah, five corresponding to five.Is3 

The custom to bind the phylacteries on the left arm is linked exegetically to the 
interpretation of the word yudkhah (Exod. 13: 16) as the weak hand bad kehuh) in earlier 
rabbinic sources Cf. B. Menahot 37a, and for other sources see M. M. Kasher, Torah 
Shelenmh (New York, 1948). 12:139, n. 205. 

I s 1  That is, the first four lette- which stand respectively for the numbers 1-4, together 
equal ten. Cf. 'Osur 'Wen Ganur, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 4b; Sefer h-$eruf; MS 
Munich-BS 22, fols 200a, 202a. 

15* Cf- Tiqqune Zohur, ed. R. Margaliot (Jerusalem, 1978), Introduction, 7b. 
'53 MS Oxford-BL 1605, fols 44a-b. On the mystical rationale for the ritual of the 

phylacteries cannected especially to divine unity, see ibid., fol. 39a. In his writings 
Abulafia frequently discusses tls ritual. Cf., e. g., Mafteuh hu-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA 
Mic. 1897, fol. 67a: "The secret of phylacteries (1'5'9n) is [disclosed in the expressions] 
'wine is like bread' (nD3 1") and 'bread is like wine' (17'2 n5). Know that the ten sefirur 
b e l i d  are in one circle and they are in the sign of meat, bread, and wine (1" an5 lW3). 
The secret is the 'camp without rulers' (DTW '53 ;13nn) or 'rulers without a camp' (a9iw 
alna 33) and this is the ten sefirot minus [the numerical value] of Adam [i. e., the 
expression D - ~ W  "72 Xna equals 695 and the expression an5 i W 3  equals 650, a 
difference of 45, whlch is the value of the word n-rx], and these are the ten thoughts 
(n12wna 1 ~ ) .  . . . He binds crowns on fus Master by means of the ten sefirot. Every secret 
of ten is the secret of the phylacteries" (Concerning the image of the ten sefirot taking 
shape within a circle, cf. the following passage in Mahyan ha-Hokhmah [Korets, 17841, 
1 a-b: "In Keter [the sefirot] were in a circle and this is what the ancients, their memory be 
for a blessing, said regarding the sefiror that they all were in a circle. ... R. Abraham 
Abulafia followed this way in Sefer ha-Gilgulim [according to the version of this text in 
MS Oxford-BL 155 1, fol. I lob, the reading is: Sefer hu-Gulgu[l." This text is discussed by 
Idel, "Writings of Abraham Abulafia," pp. 35 and 101, n. 21 1.) Cf. Hoyye hu-Nefesh, MS 
Munich-BS 408, fols 75b-76a: "Indeed, the phylacteries have four sections.. .and this 
comes to instruct us about the matter of the truth of existence and through it is revealed to 
us the secret of the tenth sphere that is called holy, and this is the sphere of the intellect, 
which is separate and unique among the spheres Since he is exalted, separate and unique, 
it is called the holy crown, and merit and guilt emanate from him for they are the angels of 
matter and form . . . He is the end of all existence and the lirmt of the world entirely. . . . 
Therefore he is the one who guards the attributes (shomer ha-nz~diht), that is, the attribute 
of judgment and the attribute of mercy, and through them he guides the world for he is the 
one who guards the tmage (shomer ha-demur) through which the world was created and 
renewed. ... Therefore there are four sections in the phylacteries of the head and four 
sections in the phylacteries of the hand. And the secret of the head and hand of the 
phylacteries is the two opposites The secret of the phylacteries is the four allusions in the 
four sections whch are ten, abgnd." Cf "Sefer h a d t "  p. 82: "The phylacteries (fotafor) 
are inscribed on the top of the head wxth the potency of the black ink in accordance with 
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In a n  extraordinary passage from the same composition Abulafia inter- 

prets the religious obligation of  unifying God through the recitation of 

the Shemu' (Deut. 6:4) in light of  this very process: 

Indeed, from the order of the ten sefirot belimah the unity is discerned, for 
He is like one who counts them but He is not counted with them.'54 After the 
secret of the sefirot is contemplated, then it is possible that he who unifies 
God when he recites the Shemu' will contemplate the matter of the separate 
intellect (ha-sekhel ha-ngrud), and he will discern the diEerence between the 
separate intellects that are caused by God, blessed be He, and God, blessed 
be He, who is the first cause for every existent, pnd the separate Active Intel- 
lect that is caused by the intellects and by God, blessed be He. Through him 
our intellects evolve from potentiality to  prophetic actuality, and he is the 
steadfast spirit that is called the Holy Spirit. The prophet who recites the 
Shema' says to  him, "Hear, 0 Israel," for its secret is "Hear, 0 Active Lntel- 
lect," "the Lord is our God," that is, the Lord, who is the cause of us and 
you, is [He of whom it is said] "the Lord is one."'5s 

One initially directs one's intention in the recitation of  the Shernu' to  the 
Active Intellect who is referred t o  by the title Israel, one of  the standard 

names of  Metatron in some of  the older esoteric sources that undoubtedly 
influenced Abulafia. The  ultimate purpose of  the Shema ' is t o  a f f m  that 

God is the first cause of everything, yet one cannot  help but note the trace 

of an alternative approach that assumed the object of  prayer was none 

the wfutish red blood, and the potency ascends and descends from attribute to attribute. 
m e  name] yod-he' is sealed in each and every attribute, a unique s o w  is revealed and 
hidden in all of them, and according to the attributes of the source the potencies of the 
letters are hidden and according to them they are revealed." (In Abulafia's writings blood 
and ink resgectively symbolize the imagination and the intellect; see Idel, Mysricul 
Experience, pp. 97-98, 1 13.) Cf. 'Osar 'Edm Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fols 6 3 b  
64a: "It has already been made known that the secret of the shin of three heads from one 
side of the head phylacteries is to allude to the form that is submerged in them, and it is 
known that the secret of the shin of four heads from the other side of the head phylacteries 
is a law transmitted to Moses at Sinai, and it alludes to the form that protrudes on leather, 
wbch has four compartments in whch are found the four @iblical] sections . . . The secret 
is that these four witnesses upon your head warn .. . that you should know your head from 
your heart and your hean from your head. Therefore the phylacteries are in two places of 
the body, the head and the weak arm corresponding to the heart. They are like amulets 
without doubt and you already know their saying that the [name of the] Lord is upon 
thase who wear phylacteries" Cf. Sitre Torah, MS ParisBN hCb. 774, fol. 124a: "The 
head phylacteries bear testimony to all that is found in the chariot. . . . The matter of the 
phylacteries of the arm and the head is that they are two worthy witnesses on everythmg 
and they reveal to you the secret of the throne and the secret of the tablets" On the 
symbolism of the throne and the tablets in AMafia's writ ins  see Idel, Lunguuge, Toruh, 
and Hermeneutics, pp. 42-46, 168-169, n. 77; idem, "Deus Sive Natura - L s  MCta- 
morphoses d'une formule de Mawon~de i Spinoza," in Maimonide et la mystiquepzve, 
trans Ch. Mopsik (Paris, 1 99 1 ), pp. I I 1 - 1 12. 

Cf- the passage of Togarmi translated below in n. 163. 
MS Oxford-BL 1605. fol. 41a. 
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o the r  t h a n  the highest ange1.lS6 Abulafia preserves that tradit ion bu t  
transforms its meaning by recasting it in a thoroughly monotheistic light. 

Nevertheless, according to Abulafia,  the unity of God is dependent on 
the  active unification o f  the ten intellects in the human intellect, which is 
actualized by  the ovefflow of the  Active Intellect. In that  respect it may 
be said that  the locus of divine unity is  the self.'57 

l M  It should be noted, however, that in Abulafia's writings there is a deliberate 
ambiguity regarding the identity of the Creator and the Active Lntellect. Idel, Studies 
in Ecstatic Kabbalah, pp. 7-1 1, has discussed this ambigcllty in texts that deal more 
specifically with the phenomenon of unio mystica. Scholem, Major Trend, p. 140, notes 
the same ontological ambiguity in what he calls the mystical transfiguration of the 
individual. See idem, Ha-Qubbulah shel Sefer ha-Temunah, pp. 158- 159. On the virtual 
ontic identity of God and the angel, cf. Hayye 'Olam ha-&', MS Oxford-BL 1582, 
fol. 34b: "God only does the will of the angel and the angel only does the will of God. It is 
almost the case that God and the angel are one entity apart from the fact that the one is a 
cause and the other an effect." Cf. the interesting formulation in Sefer ha-Semf; MS 
Munich-BS 22, fol. 186b: "I have already ~nformed you that everything has been placed in 
[Mep.tron's] hand, and after you have reached that level of which I have informed you 
know that the names by which he is called are not unique to tun but only their power has 
been placed in his hand. Then you will contemplate and apprehend the knowledge of the 
First Cause, and there wdl be no intermediary between you and it, no angel, no sphere, no 
obstacle, and no impediment. Then the true faith in the creator of everything, the Lord 
who is unique without any partnership, will be clarified for you. There is no intermediary 
between Him and us except from the perspective that one says to you that we do not have 
the capacity to attain the level of His knowledge lest the Active Intellect acts and 
consequently what is in the potentiality of the intellect will be actualized. As a result 
he will be of those who possess a great level and he will mount the cherub." 

15' This theme is expressed in slightly difFerent terms in the following passage from 
'0-r 'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 17a: "You will find the way of tradition . . . 
and you wdl comprehend thmugh this that all of the letters are engraved upon your heart, 
hewn from the Holy Spirit in your spirit . .. the holy spirit that is engraved in you is from 
the Holy Spirit in itself. You understand on your own that the Holy Spirit is within you 
and it speaks in you and not outside you. From yourself you will d~scern all reality that is 
engraved in you." Cf. ibid., fol. 16lb: "The soul learns, gets wise, understands, knows, 
discerns and comprehends its Creator through knowledge of the name, which instructs 
about the actions of each soul in every person according to fus characteristics and actions 
and according to his effort in [attaining] the knowledge of the name." Cf. also the 
depiction of the spherical ladder (see above, n. 83) in the commentary to Sefer ha-Melis, 
MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 16a: "This ladder is called the ladder of the world and it is [Idre 
the] scales for a person. . . . When you contemplate the truth of yourself you will find that 
this entire ladder, in general and in particular, is formed between the eyes of your heart. 
Contemplate it alot and you will know it." These passages, and others that could have 
been cited, confirm Idel's statement (Studies in Ecstatic Kabbaluh, p. 19) that Abulafia's 
mysticism has affinity with the Delphic ma im,  "He who knows fumself, knows his 
Lord." Regarding the evolution of this theme in medieval Jewish and Islamic sources, see 
A. Altmann, "The Delphic Maxim in Medieval Islam and Judaism," in Bhlical and 
Other Studies, ed. A. Altrnann (Cambridge, Mass, 1963), pp. 196-232. Alternatively, it is 
possible, as Scholem suggested (Mujor Trend, p. 142), to understand the notion of 
prophecy as self-confrontation in ecstatic kabbalah as a mystical interpretation of the 
ancient Greek oracle, "Know thyself'. 
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Abulajia k Interpretation of Sefirot and the Muirnonidean Doctrine of Se- 
parale Intellects 

The ecstatic kabbalah has been aptly described as a combinat ion o f  

Maimonidean philosophy and Ashkenazi mystical techniques and eso- 
t e r i c i ~ m . ' ~ '  Moreover, Abulafia (in fact  emulating Maimonides' atti- 
tude to Scripture) proffered a dual approach t o  the  Guide of the Prr- 
plexed, distinguishing between the philosophical reading (usually asso- 
ciated with the path o f  allegorical exegesis) as the simple meaning o f  

the text and the kabbalistic reading (associated principally with gnosis 
of the divine names and meditative techniques that result in mystical 

experiences o f  illumination and union)  as the hidden meaning that is 
concealed from philosophers and &sclosed only t o  t h e  initiatesIs9 The 
complex merging of clashing intellectual currents, however, did no t  al- 

ways produce a simple and harmonious synthes is  Scholem's c la im that 
in the thought o f  Abulafia there is  no antithesis between mysticism 
and the  doctrine of ~a imonides '~ '  needs t o  be qualified in  light of the 

15% Idel, "Abraham AbulafiaB Kabbalah," pp. 124--125. The influence of both 
Maimonides and Haside Ashkenaz on Abulafia has also been well noted by Scholem. 
Concerning the former see references in n. 160 and concerning the latter see n. 161. 

See Scholem, Hu-Qubbuluh shel S&r h-Temunuh, pp. 128- 129; Idel, "Maimo- 
nides and Kabbalah," pp. 57-69; idem, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, pp. 16- 17. It is 
obviously the case that Abulafia does not simply extend the scope of Maimonidean 
esotericism but in a fundamental sense distorts it through his own mystical interpretation, 
even though he is of the opinion that he is merely revealing that which is implicit in the 
philosophical writings of Maimonides See A. Altmann, "Maimonides' Attitude Toward 
Jewish Mysticism," in Studies in Jewish Thought: An Anthology of German Jewish 
Scholarship, ed. A. Jospe (Detroit, 1981), pp. 200-219, esp. 207-209; M. Idel, "Sitre 
Xrayot in Maimonides' Thought," in Muu~rorzides und Philosophy: Pupers Presented UI 

the Sixth Jerusulem Philosophical Encounter, May 1985, ed. S. Pines and Y. Yovel 
(Dordrecht, 1986), pp. 79-91. esp. 89. 

160 Major Trends, p. 126. On the influence of Maimonides on Abulafia, see ibid., 
pp. 138- 139, 383, n. 76. See also idem, Hu-Qabbalah shel Sefer ha-Temwwh. p. 107: 
"This new realm of prophetic kabbalah and the science of combination is not for him an 
addition to the kabbalistic knowledge according to the way of the Spanish kabbalists in 
theosophic matters (doctrines about the sefiror and the divine attributes), but all this is 
added by Abulafia precisely onto the teaching of the Guide of the Perplexed." On the 
presumed lack of contradiction between kabbalah and philosophy, see ibid., pp. 127- 128, 
151-152. In Kabbalah, p. 54, Scholem similarly concludes that Abulafia "believed that 
his own system was merely a continuation and elaboration of the teaching of the Guide of 
the Perplexed," but he draws a contrast between Abulafia and Maimonides on the 
grounds that the former, unlike the latter, defended the possibility of attaining a state 
of prophecy through a specific mystical technique of letter-combination. In Ha-Qabbuluh 
shef Sefer ha-Tern&, pp. 137- 138, Scholem acknowledges that the technique of letter- 
cumbination, bkhmat ha-seruf; is a distinctive layer added by Abulafia that transcends 
the philosophical conception of rational comprehension. The intellectual vision attained 
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fact that Abulafia hunself clearly recognized that in an essential way 
the kabbalistic path diverges from the philosophical approach. It is not 
simply the case that prophecy is a more subtle form of comprehension 
than philosophy. What is revealed to the prophet through the techmque 
of letter-combination and ~ rmu ta t i on  of the divine names does not 
only transcend but may ultimately contradict the dictates of philosophi- 
cal reasoning. 

The point of contention and divergence can be detected when one 
compares Abulafia's understanding of the sefirot and Maimonides' dm- 
trine of the ten separate intellects Abulafia is obviously indebted to 
Maimonides to the extent that he identities the sefirot as these intellects 
However, it would be incorrect to reduce Abulafia's thinking on this 
matter simply to an ecstatic interpretation of Maimonidean ontology 
and epistemology. The supernal sefirot indeed are the separate intellects, 
but how do these intellects function for Abulafia? One may be tempted 
to assume that the intellects in Abulafia have the same characteristics 
as they do in Maimonides, but that would be only partially correct. 
Abulafia. in stark contrast to Maimonides, carried the burden of Jewish 
esotericism on his shoulders, particularly the writings of the German 
Pietists The influence of the latter can be seen not only in Abulafia's 
discussion of qabbalat ha-shemot and his adoption of meditative techni- 
ques based on letter-combinations and permutations,'6' but also in his 
views regarding qabbalat ha-sefirot. That is, just as in the literature of 
the German F'ieGsh particularly the writings of Eleazar of Worms, the 
sefirot are equated with the ten manifestations (hawwayot) of the divine 
presence that are comprised within the Tetragrammaton (signified by a 
play on the divine name ;nn9 = SO too for Abulafia the ten 

throuS tfus mehtative techmque cannot be acquired by ordinary rational means See 
ibid.,pp. 147-148. 

16' See Scholem. Major Trends. D. 144: idem. Hu-Oubbolah she1 Sefer hu-Temunnh. , . , - 
pp. 87-90, 161, 164; idem, Krrbbulnh, p. 5 4  Idel, Mystical Experience, ip. 16- 17.22-24; 
idem, Kabbuluh: New Perspecrives, pp. 98- 101. See also reference to J e h e k  cited above 

- - 

in n. 58. 
162 Conceming this notion in the Pietistic writingri see G. Scholem, Reshit ha- 

Qubbalah (Jerusalem and Tel-Aviv, 1948), p 1 18; idem, Origins, p. 28 1. In the latter 
source Scholem changed the view he expressed in the former, concludtng that for Eleazar 
the hawwayor are not essences within the Godhead comparable to the notion expressed in 
lsaac the Blind and fus Geronese &sciples, but rather manifestations of God's presence 
immanent in the ten cosmic depths as specified in Sefer Yegruh. For a slrmlar approach 
see J. Dan, The Esoteric Theology of the A ~ h k e ~ ~ i  Hasidim (Jerusalem, 1968), pp  94- 
103 (in Hebrew); Idel, "Sejiror Above the Sefirot," p. 278; idem, Kabbaluh: Mew Per- 
spectives, p p  144-145. In the latter reference Idel cites several souroes related to A h -  
lafian kabbalah that adopt an immanentistic perception of the scfwot similar to the view 
of Eleazar of Worms In my opinion there are passages in Eleazar's writings that suggest 

(1996) The Doctrine of Sefirot 65 

sefirot constitute the divine name. (Needless to say, the identification of 
the sefirot as the divine name is a hallmark of theosophic kabbalah as 
well and it is clear that the various medieval kabbalists were drawing 
from common sources'63) The complex interweaving of the Pietistic 

he adopted a theosophic interpretation of the huwwuvor or the sefirot. CS S&r hu-Shem, 
MSLondon-BM 737, fols. 288b and 302a. Lnmy opinion a theosophic meaning of the term 
hawwayot is implied in the passage in the Ashkenazi Shir ha- Y&d, in A. M. Habermann, 
Shire ha- Y+ud we-ha-ffivod (Jerusalem, 1948), p. 27: kin 'od zdut hawuyorekhu hai we- 
khol tukhal we- 'ein biltekhu. . . . la-huwuyotekha 'ein hirsuron u-le-y?~uiekhu bin yirraron. 
There is no reality bur the essences of the omnipotent Gqd, and hence in the second couplet 
the word hawwayot is parallel to yihud, for collectively these essences make up the divine 
unity. A similar but even more strilung formulation is found in the anonymous Pietistic text 
published by J. Dan, Studies in Ashkenazi-Hmidic Lirerature (Ramat-Gan, 1975). p. 148 
(in Hebrew): "The Torah preceded the world by two thousand years, and prior to these two 
thousand years He was occupied with His great wisdom (hokhmaro ha-rebvuf~).  . .. Thus, 
transcendent to the world are the essences of His unity (hrrwwuyol yihudo). . . . Before He 
realized the deed of His action He was everything, and after His action His essence was not 
diminished, for had the essences of His unity k n  diminished and decreased He could not 
have performed [His] actions . . . And just as the essences of His unity were not b n i s h e d  
in His bringing about everything (be-fo'alo ha-koo, it is not possible to speak of additions 
. . . For there is no end or limit to HIS essence or to any attribute that is in Him (le-khol 
mi&r she-bo). It says, 'Would you discover the mystery of God? Would you discover the 
limit of the Almghty? (Job 11:7). Concerning the attributes contained in Him (ha-tn&t 
ha-keiulor bo) it says, 'Who prfonns great deeds whch cannot be fathomed, and wondrous 
tttlngs without number' (ibid. 9:1O), 'His greatness cannot be fathomed' (Ps. 145:3), 'His 
wisdom cannot be fathomed' (Isa. 40:28), and it is written, 'none can equal You' 
(Ps 40:6)." According to this passage the essences of the divine unity are identified as 
the attributes contained within God. (On the infinite nature of the divine essence, cf. ibid., 
p. 156.) It may beconcluded, therefore. that the haww~yor are the middot. It is of interest to 
note, moreover, that there is a reference in this very passage to the attribute of the aU 
(ntdJat ha-kol) that can neither be augmented nor diminished; unfortunately, the manu- 
script is not entirely legible at t h s  point of the text and thus it is difficult to know for certain 
to what t b s  attribute refers. In h s  passage, moreover, the essences of God's unity 
constitute the "great wisdom" whence the Torah emerges The linguistic dimension of 
God's involvment with this wisdom is emphasized by Eleazar of Worms, Sode Razayyu ', 
ed. I. Kamelhar (Bilgoraj, 1936), p. 38: "Prior to the world and prior to the two thousand 
years in which the Torah preceded it, the Holy One, blessed be He, was occupied with His 
great wisdom and He combined the letters (hayuh 'oseq be-?zokhmnaro hu-re&wzh we-siref 
ha- btiyyot)." From these two texts it can be concluded that in an early stage of Pietistic 
speculation the hawwayot were clearly identified as the essences of God's unity and were 
also depicted as the &vine attributes On the mirldot of God see also Shir ha- Y4ud in 
Habermann, Shire ha-Yihud we-lw-Kavod, p. 21: kin q&buh 'el guvhutekhu we- ein sof le- 
'omeq middorekha. The word guvhur in this context is used in the same way that the word 
gu awah is used in older Jewish esoteric literature: the literal connotation of the word is 
"pride" but it signifies the corporeal shape of the divine (perhaps even more specifically the 
phallus). It is noteworthy, therefore. that the expression 'omeq rniddotekhu, the "depth of 
Your attributes," is parallel to guvhutekhu, "Your pride." Th~s passage from Slru hu- YihuJis 
referred to in the aforementioned anonymous Pietistic composition; see Dan. Studies m 
As&mzi-Hmuiic Lz ferazure, p. 158. 

163 See the comprehensive study of M. Idel, '.The Concept of Torah in the Hekhalot 
and its Metamorphosis in the Kabbalah," Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 1 (1981): 
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esotericism (related especially to the interpretation of the ten sefirot as 
ten hawwayot comprised within the Tetragrammaton) and Mairnoni- 
dean ontology (the doctrine of the ten separate intellects) is evident in 
the following text from Sheva' Netivot hu-Toruh that parallels a passage 
from Hayye ha-Nefesh cited above.'" Abulafia thus reflects on the 
statement in M. 'Avot 1:1 that "Moses received the Torah from Sinai," 
mosheh qibbel toruh mi-sinui: 

By their saying "from Sinai" and not "in Sinai" they have indicated the 
truth of the secret and it is that to which they have alluded by saying that the 
ladder that Jacob our forefather saw was Sinai. This secret was revealed by 
way of numerology165. . . . It is known by us that the secret of Sinai is double 
(kefel) and that is the voice (yol),'66 and it emerges from the two holy names 
that are Adonai ~ d o n a i , ' ~ ~  and it emerges from the five occurrences of the 
unique name FHWH], '~~ for the secret of each one of them is kbd'r and 
afterI6' five vocalizations it becomes the voice (qol). The five vocalizations 

23-84 (in Hebrew). On the correlation of the sejirot and the divine names cf. the 
interpretation of the expression 'eser sefirot belitmh in Baruch Togarmi's Muftehot ha- 
Hokhmah printed in Scholem, Hu-Qubbalah she1 Srfer ha-Temunah, p. 231: "That is ten 
names without substance ('eser shemot beli mahur), for God Himself is not counted 
together with the sejzrot and He is not on the level as anyone of them but He is above 
them all in everything. He is the one that brings them forth and it is impossible to bring 
Him forth from them. [In relation] to Him they are not for He is their being in all respects 
He is in everythmg and everythng is in Him." 

IM See above n. 114. 
That is, the word sullum = 130 = sinai. The numerology is already employed in 

classical rabbinic midrashirn. See,  e.g., Genesis Rabbah 68:12. T h s  numerology recurs 
frequently in the writings of the German Pietists and it is likely that some of these sources 
influenced Abulaiia. Cf. Sefer ha-Hokhmuh, MS Oxford-BL 1812, fol. 77b; Sode 
Razayyu', p. 35; Sekr ha-Roqeah (Jerusalem, 1967), p. 106; the pseudo-Eleazar commen- 
tary published as Perush ha-Roqeah 'a1 ha-Torah, ed. Ch. Konyevsky (Bene Beraq, 1986). 
1:222; the comment of Ephraim ben Shmshon cited in Sefir Tosufot ha-Shalem: 
Commentary on the Bible, ed. J. Geilis (Jerusalem, 1984), 3:99; and the commentary of 
bu'ale ha-tosafot printed in Daht Zeqenim (Livomo, 1783), 14b (cf. Sefir Tosufot ha- 
Shalem, 3:103). The likeiihood of an Ashkenazi influence on Abulafia in this context is 
enhanced by some of the other numerologies employed here whose origin also seems to be 
in the Pietistic sources See following note. 

I" That is, Sinai ('YO) = 130 = kefe l (5~3)  = 401 ( 5 ~ ) .  The identification of Sinai and 
the voice based on the numerical equivalence is found as well in sources of Ashekenazi 
extraction. See, e.g., P e w h  ha-Roqeah hl hu-Torah, 1:222. The implicit meaning of 
Abulafia is made explicit in Shaare Sedeq, p. 17: "It says [at the beginning of Sefer 
Yqirah] that there are three books ... and they are the three names that emanate five 
according to the fust letters of [the expression] ketav, lashon, and peh [writing, speech, 
and mouth], whch [spells] kefel, and they are the mllam @adder] that is Sinai. These are 
the five names that are the five corporeal sefirot." 

L67 That is, Adonai (']?a) = 65 x 2 = 130. 
16n That is, YHWH (ma') = 26 x 5 = 130. 
'@ Jeltinek, Philosophie und Kubhala, p. 38, n. 10 suggests to emend the text from 

k b ' i  w3r  ( lnxl  123) to h f  wow (1% q3), that is, 20 + 6. The point of the passage 
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instruct about the first five essences (huww~u~vot) by way of the right and five 
by way of the left. This is the [implication of the text] "Ten sejirot belirnuh, 
the number of the ten fingers, five corresponding to five."170 Therefore, the 
name of God [YHWH] begins in general with a Y @oJ), and the secret of 
every being [hawwah, spelled with the remaining letters of the Tetragramma- 
ton, HWH] is the he', the MUW that connects, and the second her, to divide the 
[ten] beings (huwwayot) into two he'in, five corresponding to five, and these 
are the causes in the image of the action of the fingers of the two hands 
Know that the attribute of the hands refers to the substance of the attribute 
of judgment, and the ten toes refer to the attribute of mercy.I7' 

It would appear from this text that the huwkzyot are essentially identi- 
cal to the sefirot since Abulafia quite freely moves from the use of one 
term to that of the other. It must be pointed out, however, that in a 
passage in Sitre Torah Abulafia clearly distinguishes the two: 

Therefore, according to our faith it cannot be said that the huwwayot were 
created,"' for they are the ten huwwfayot from which were necessitated the 
ten sefirot, and one of them is the leader of the congregation, the one that 
governs, and this is the tenth. Indeed, the beginning of the hwwuyot is God, 
blessed be He, and He Himself is the middle of the hwwuyot and He Himself 
is the end of the hawwu.vot. There are supernal m steries in the /iuw~wuyot as 
well as in the seJirot, in the chariots, and in man. I,?' 

In this passage the ten huwwuyot are depicted as the ontic source of 
the sefirot, which are identified as the separate intellects, the tenth of 
these being the Active Intellect or Metatron, the "leader of the congre- 
gation" (sheliah sibbur) who is invested with providental care over the 
sublunar ~orld.'~"he reader is told, moreover, that these hawwuyot 
are not created and that the divine being is itself enframed within 
them, that is, God is the beginning, middle, and end of the haww~~vot .  
In a second passage from Sitre Torah Abulafia again employs this im- 
age: "The secret is that the soul comprises ten supernal hawwuyot from 
the celestial ones, and their reality is a"t [D"K], that is, one is the leader 

according to t h s  readmg would thus be that five times 26 equals the numerical value of 
the word 401. 

170 ~ e f i r  Yqirah 1 :3. 
17' Philosuphie und Kubbaluh, p. 10, corrected in part by MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1686, 

fol. 138b. For a slightly different rendering of part of this text, see Idel, Mystical 
Experience, p 1 16. 

17' Cf. MLfieuh ha-Shemor, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 66b: "Therefore it is said 
that the essences (hawwayor) were not created." 

MS Paris-BN heb. 774, fol. 148b. The passage is quoted by Idel, "SeJrot Above 
the Sejiror," pp. 260-26 1. 

1 7 4  On the designation of Mewtron as the "leader of the congregation" (sheiiuh sibbur) 

who is the tenth, cf. 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican-BA ebr. 233, fol. 88a, mentioned by Idel, 
"Sefuoi Above the Se3rot," p. 261, n. 109. Cf. 'Osar 'Eden G u m ,  A4S Oxford-BL 1580, 
fol. 27b; Majie4  ha-Shemot, MS JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 72a. 
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of the congregation and nine are the masses under him, and he leads 
them all. ... In the end, in relation to them he is like the captain of a 
ship."17' Commenting on this passage Idel noted that the precise signif- 
icance of the ten huwwuyot in the Abulafian composition is not clear, 
but apparently they are "uncreated suprasefirotic concepts."'76 The sig- 
nificant point for the purposes of this analysis is that the huwwuyot are 
related to the divine nature in a way comparable to the relationship 
between the ten hawwayot, the ten sefirot, and the Tetragrammaton in 
the mystical theosophy of Eleazar of Worms It is reasonable to pre- 
sume a direct influence of the Pietistic author on Abulafia even if it is 
the case that the latter deviates somewhat from the views expressed by 
the former. '77 

The connection of the srfirot and the divine narne is also evident in 
another passage in Sitre Torah wherein Abulafia notes that the ten 
gates closed during the Ne'ilah service on Yom Kippur "correspond to 
the ten sefirot ... and in order to complete the secret of the name there 
are three yods, yyy, for in the three worlds you find the threefold sanc- 
tus that is clear testimony. The comprehensive intention is knowledge 
of God, blessed be He, for He is everything."178 Analogously, in 'Osur 
'Eden Ganuz Abulafia comments: 

It is known that the body of a person is created by the ten sefirot, and simi- 
larly the year and the world. Thus there are thirty sefirot. Concerning this we 
have received that the name is to be written with three yods, and His name is 
called 'el to indicate that He, blessed be He, is one with them all.179 

MS Paris-BN heb. 774, fol. 172a. 
Kubbaluh: New Perspectives, p. 147. See idem, "Sefirot Above the Sejirot," p. 262. 

177 See Idel, "Sefiror Above the Sefirat," pp. 261, n. 110 and 262, n. 11 5. 
l7%s Paris-BN heb. 774, fol. 128a. On the significance of the threefold sanctus in 

terms of divine unity, cf. the passage from Shomer M+ah quoted above in n. 101. On the 
connection of the divine name and the sej?rot, cf. Sefer ha-Hu1:turah, MS Munich-BS 285, 
fol. 30b: "We have shown that the name is arranged in tens, that is, it evolves to ten 
sefiror." Ln that context, however, the word sefirot is synonymous with misparim. 

MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 5a. Cf. 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican-BA ebr. 233, 
fols 87b88a: "Know that the priest would mention this twelve-letter narne ten times 
on Yom IGppur corresponding to the ten days of repentance, and corresponding to the 
ten xefiror, the ten commandments (dibberor) and the ten sayings ( m a ' m r o t ) ,  for all of 
them equal 'el [whose numerical value is 3 I]. This alludes to the one that emanates from 
reality to reality, from level to level, from matter to matter, from c a w  to cause until 
everything reaches the leader of the congregation, for the leader of the congregation is the 
vod. that is, the tenth, 'and every tenth one shall be holy to the Lord' (Lev. 27:32)." Cf 
'Imre Shefer, MS Munich-BS 40. fols 258a-261 b, where Abulatia delineates ten sefirot in 
each of the three spheres of being mentioned in the second part of SeJ2r Yesrrh, 
macrocosm ('olanr), microcosm (nofrh), and world (shun&). In each of these planes, 
moreover, there is a threefold classification of the sefiroc written (nlkhtavot), articulated 
orally (nivtabt), and contemplated mentally (nehshuvot). Tlus classfication reflects the 
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In Abulafia's thinlung God is not ontically separated from the sefirot, 
for they comprise His essential name. Here we have gone beyond the 
assumptions of Maimonidean philosophy to embrace some basic ele- 
ments of Jewish esotericism. The ontic continuity of God and the 
sefirot is underscored by the expression sofer ha-sefirot employed by 
Abulafia to refer to God. On the one hand, as we have seen above, 
this expression signifies that the one who counts is not identical to that 
which is counted.'80 On the other hand, inasmuch as the numbers re- 
present the various grades of being that emanate from the one who 
counts there is an element of c o n t i n ~ i t ~ . ' ~ '  'The expression sofir ha- 
sefirot refers to the emanator for the intellects derive from God and in 
that sense they are enumerated by Him. Knowledge of the se&t en- 

three forms of language - writing, speech, and thought - found in Abulafia's work, 
connected especially to three stages of the meditational technique. See Idel, M.vsricu1 
Experience, p. 20; idem, Lunguage. Toruh, und Hermeneutics, pp. 3-1 1. On the whole, 
then, one can speak of ninety sefirot, or ninety manifestations of the ten sefiror. Cf. 'Inzre 
Shfer, MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 266b, where Abulafia explicitly refers to ninety sefirof. On 
the cornlation of the sefiror and divine names cf. 'Or hu-Sekhel, MS Vatican-BA ebr. 233, 
fol. 1M)a: "Know that the [word] ha-holmn comprises in its numerical value [the word] ku- 
hokhnah and its secret comprises three sefirot that are three unique names (shenior 
meyuhadim)." 

'" Cf. text from Mufteu(1 ha-Sliemot cited above in n. 113 and the passage from 
Togarmi in n. 163. Cf. 'Osar 'Ben  Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fols. 15b-16a: "I have 
already informed you that the first cause is not called sefirah for he does not fall under 
[the category ol] number in any manner except by name alone, which is included in the 
twenty-two letters He is together with [yet] separate from them and he moves them aU." 
Cf. also 'Itnre Shefer, MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 227b In that context the one who counts the 
ten numbers, sofer yod misparim nisparim, is not God but man, and the wisdom of 
numbers, hokhmat ha-mispur, is connected with prophecy. On the role of man as the 
sofer ha-sefirot in emulation of God, compare the text from MaJieah hu-SeJirot referred 
to in the following note. 

18' Cf. passage from Mafteuh ha-Sej?rot, MS Milan-BA 53, fol. 155b, cited in Idel, 
Kabbalah: New Perspectives. p. 148 and the author's comments on p. 349. n. 326. Idel 
renders the expression, sofer, in t h ~ s  context as the one who counts based on the 
presumption that sefirot means numbers (see p 349, n. 323). Cf., however, Ge! ha- 
Shemot, MS Oxford-BL 1658, fol. 90a, where Abulafia explicitly relates the word 
sefirot to the scribe who inscribes, sofer ha-mehoqeq. It is possible that the expression 
sofer ha-sefirot has the double connotation of one who counts and one who inscribes 
See also Shomer Mipvah, MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fol. 41a, where it appears that the 
word sojer, understood as a scribe, is applied specifically to the prwreative function: 
1n3w 10103 -9 '?Y mtw aonsl x*;n ;~w?n ~ D I O  TWU anno as-o tz*a 12 '?m 
3;It;l ~ * ~ I I V  lorn lowa ;Inn niaw ;nm win r3 n?xa P i r .  Cf. ibid., fol. 43b, where 
scribal activity is associated wtth the hands On the description of the sejirot as the 
crownlets that the scribe draws upon the letters of the Torah scroll, cf. the passage from 
Mafte4 hu-Shemot cited above in n. 113. It is likely that these references to the scribe 
are related to an idea expressed in much older sources concerning the scribal activity of 
Metawn, a view explicitly af fmed by Abulafia. Cf. M a f i d  ha-Shemut, MS NY- 
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dows a person with positive knowledge about the source whence they 
emanate, i. e., the one who counts the numbers 

In the final analysis, Abulafia does not unequivocally or consistently 
adopt the v i a  negativa of Maimonides There are, to be sure, some pas- 
sages that lean in this direction. Thus, for example, a selection from 
one of Abulafia's compositions reads like a succinct summary of Mai- 
monides' position: 

All the perfect sages and all the true prophets from Adam until today re- 
ceived one perfect and true tradition and this is the tradition of the [divine] 
unity (qubbalat ha-y$udj. They all knew, comprehended, and also discerned 
the matter of the first reality who is called by one name that is unique to Him 
and no one apart from Him in all of the existents participates in it, for it is 
the matter of His essence and the truth of His substance. It is not possible 
that it should be known or comprehended by anyone outside Him. Therefore, 
it is impossible for man to comprehend anything but His existence alone, and 
that is that he knows by rational proofs that His privation is impossible since 
He is the necessary of existence in the aspect of His essence.18' 

In the following extract from 'Imre Shefer it again appears that Abula- 
fia's adaptation of Jewish esoteric motifs regarding the Tetragramma- 
ton and the divine attributes, perhaps enhanced by theosophic kabbalis- 
tic literature, is mitigated by a Maimonidean approach: 

The unique name is indicative of a single essence that is also threefold, and 
this triad is a unity. This should not pose a difficulty in your eyes for this is 
revealed from the secret of His names, blessed be He, for they are three and 
the three of them are one, signifying a single and unique essence. "I am that I 
am," 'eh.yeh hsher 'ehyeh (Exod. 3: 15), and thus [the threefold repetition in 
the priestly blessing] YHWW YHWH YHWH (Num. 6:24-26), and similarly 
[the threefold repetition in the sanctus] "Holy, holy, holy," qadosh qadosh 
qadosh (Isa. 6:3). According to the thought of the soul this secret comprises 
wisdom, understanding, and knowledge (ha-hokhmuh we-ha-binuh we-hu- 
&'at), for the wisdom of God is His understanding and His knowledge, and 
His understanding is His knowledge and His wisdom, and His knowledge is 
His wisdom and His understanding - one is not without the other. The names 
attest and indicate to us that all matters pertaining to God are not added to 
God but they are the divine essence. Even that which appears in relation to 
Him as qualities and attributes that change in accordance with the ones who 
receive them and that signify composition, multiplicity, and change is not a p  

JTSA Mic. 1897, fols 72a-b. Cf. ibid., fol. 82a where Mercury is described as the "scribe 
and he who forms the one who receives hls power." 

'" MS Sassoon 290, p. 233. Regarding this work, see Idel, '.Writings of Abraham 
Abulafia," p. 6 .  Compare the fragment from the circle of Abulafia in MS Oxford-BL 
2047, fol. 68b, where in a radcally apophatic manner it is emphasized that one can say 
neither something nor nothing with respect to God. Cf. 'Or ha-Sekhel, MS Vatican-BA 
ebr. 233, fols 120a-b; Sejkr ha-Sen?l; MS Munich-BS 22, fol. 191a. 
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plied to Him, blessed be He, but rather they are in relation to us in accor- 
dance with the limit of our wisdom, the diminution of our understanding, 
and the deficiency of our knowledge. Our intellects are not perfected so that 
we might comprehend the divine matter as it is but only in accordance with 
the actions of the Blessed One can we comprehend Him. All that which indi- 
cates composition must be removed from ~ i m . " ~  

In striking contrast to these texts (and others that could have been ci- 
ted) wherein Abulafia unequivocally posits a negative theology, in 
other passages he clearly affirms the possibility of knowledge of the 
attributes or names of God that constitute the divine essence. One sec- 
tion of Sefer ha-Melis is especially interesting for Abulafia embraces a 
paradoxical, if not contradictory, position. On the one hand, he wishes 
to maintain the Maimonidean claim that God is only known positively 
through His attributes of action, but, on the other, he insists that with- 
in the divine nature there is no substantial difference between the es- 
sence and the attributes: to know the attributes in some measure is to 
know the essence. Abulafia thus comments on the biblical expression 
"Lord, God of Israel," YH WH 'elohe yisru'el: 

The holy name is threefold in truth and it is the essential name (shem hu- 
'esem), and it is the name of the attribute of mercy and the name of the attri- 
bute of judgment. Therefore, there are three names and they are the one uni- 
fied name (shem 'ehad n~eyuhad) in truth, for the essence of the name is not 
without its attributes nor are the attributes without Him, they are not added 
to His essence or removed from His essence because they are His potencies. 
His potencies are His essence and His essence is His potencies. No (human) 
creature can know the truth of this matter unless somethlng of the truth of 
His qualities is known, for they are His attributes. That is, it is impossible for 
the nature of every intellect except His intellect, blessed be He, to know His 
essence. What is known from Him IS only what God performs through His 
attributes 

A similar antinomical position is taken by Abulafia in hfurfteah ho- 
Shemot. That is, at first he adopts an apophatic orientation that seems 
to echo faithfully the viewpoint of Maimonides: "It is known to every 
enlightened person that we have no comprehension at all of the essence 
of the Creator, may He be exalted, since there is no one in existence 
who knows what He is but Him. However, His names instruct us some- 
what about His characteristics, and it is sufficient for us to know them 
in accordance with the quiddity of human nature."'85 In the continua- 

''' MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 238b. CF. M a f e d  ha-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, 
fol. 63a. 

I W  MS Munich-BS 285. fol. 10a. 
1x5 MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 49b. Cf. 'Or hu-Sekhel, MS Vatican-BA ebr. 233. 

fol. 119a. "The prophet does not comprehend God except through knowledge of the 
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tion of this text Abulafia reverts to a more positive theological stand- 
point based in part on an ancient theurgical conception of the divine 
names: "After this wonderful observation, however, it is necessary to 
indicate in what way the names can be mentioned and how one is to 
write them to compel by their means the evil spirits and demons, to 
snare them in the net of the intellect. . . . It is appropriate to speak first 
of the intelligible image after we have spoken of the sensible and the 
imaginary, and afterwards the matter of the names and their virtues 
will be mentioned, and how those who know them are worthy of pro- 
phecying in the name of God, blessed be He, inasmuch as they know 
them in truth."'" In this passage Abulafia departs from the strictly 
philosophical view articulated in the former text. That is, there is an 
esoteric knowledge of God that imparts gnosis about something more 
than the necessity of God's existence, and that gnosis is connected to 
the divine names. The same conclusion can be drawn from the follow- 
ing passage in Hayye ha-'Olam ha-Ba': "Know that of all the holy 
sciences there is none like this science for it is the holy of holies, and it 
is the terminus of all the ways that a person can apprehend knowledge 
of God and comprehension of His actions, discernment of His ways 
and attributes, for His names, may He be elevated, are matters very 
close to Him, and they are verily the truth of His Torah."Ig7 The point 
is reiterated by Abulafia in 'Oqar 'Eden Ganuz but in that context it is 
linked exegetically to the ancient Shi'ur Qomah speculation: 

It is known in the tradition that R. Ishmael said, "Whoever knows the 
measurement of the Creator is guaranteed to inhabit the world-to-c~me."'~~ 
The explanation of this is that . . . His name instructs about His measurement 

name just as the perfect philosopher does not comprehend God except through His 
actions" According to this passage, the mystic's knowledge of the name is equated with 
the philosopher's comprehension of the divine attributes Cf. "Sefer ha-dt," pp. 70 and 
79-80. An interesting convergence of the apophatic and kataphatic positions is found in 
the following remark in Mafeuh ha-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 68a: "By way 
of the word 'anokhi, whose secret is 'euikha and weJIinaWt [i.e., the consonants '>X are 
the same as p'n and these are numerically equal to 71;11], cha! is, when a person tiunks 
that he can find Hun, He is far away, but when he thinks that He is far away he finds Him, 
for he is close to Him, blessed be He." 

'86 MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 57a. 
18' MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 41a. Cf. "Sefer haat ,"  p. 70: 3519 l'n~nw *?Ma1 

i w ~ p  m i  111~ix11133j newt 1127 vewl lnxy 11o?t- low .mln;lxi 13mh~e.  Cf. Hotam 
ha-Hafcaroh, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 3 1 b: "Knowledge of the name is that which brinps 
out the intellect from potentiality to actuality. . . . The knowledge of Him is the goal of 
human felicity for which he was created in the divine image and in His likeness" 

Is8 The tradition to which Abulafia refers is an oftcited passage that appears in a 
fragment of the Shi'ur Qotnuh material. Cf Synopse zw Hekhalot-Literatur, ed. P. Sch2- 
fer et. al. (Tabingen, 1982), $953; and see Scholem, Major Trends, p. 64. 
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and about His attribute, and this is the truth. . . . For the one who knows His 
name, "which is called by the name of the Lord of Hosts enthroned on the 
cherubim" (2 Sam. 6:3)  in the secret of the "Lord, God of Israel," knows His 
attribute, and he who knows His attribute knows His activity, and he who 
knows His activity will discern [the truth of the verse] "The Rock! - His deeds 
are perfect" (Deut. 32:4), and justice will be necessitated from the flawlessness 
of His activity, "for all His ways are just" (ibid.).In9 

In the epistemic hierarchy affirmed by Abulafia, knowledge of the di- 
vine names exceeds the sensible, imaginary, and intelligible. Indeed, this 
gnosis is transmitted exclusively as part of a mystical initiation. To cite 
again from Mafteah ha-Shemor: "According to the ways of tradition 
(darkhe ha-qabbalah) I want to indicate that the tradition found in our 
hands today in this matter is the tradition itself that extends from 
Adam to Abraham our forefather, and from h m  to Moses our master, 
and from him it comes to us in writing and orally, and what comes to 
us in writing is divided into two types . .. the matter of the names that 
are in the Torah ... and those names that are derived from the essen- 
tial name.""' "The prophetic, which is divine, does not include the 
whole human species, but it applies to a few of the members of that 
species and they are the elite of the unique nation, concerning whom it 
is said that they are capable of receiving prophecy and therefore the 
essence of prophecy is called tradition, as [the rabbis] blessed be their 
memory, said, 'Moses received the Torah from Sinai and transmitted it 
to Joshua, and Joshua to the elders, and the elders to the prophets, 
and the prophets to the members of the Great Assembly,' for the tradi- 
tion derives from one who receives and transmits it to one who receives 
from hlm until this very day. Thus shall the matter be forever since the 
knowledge of the name is more hidden in its nature than all other 
kr~owledge."'~~ In 'O~ar  'Eden Ganuz Abulafia speaks of three levels of 
human beings who are conjoined to the divine reality (shalosh ma 'alot 
'enoshiyyot we-nidbbaqot ba- tlohiyyot), the philosopher, sage, and pro- 

'" MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 152b. 
MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 55b. 

19' Ibid., fol. 56a-b. Cf. 'Ish 'Adam, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 19a: "Thus the knowl- 
edge of the name is above all Finds of] wisdom in level and grade, and blessing is 
dependent on it." Cf. the Abuiafian text translated in Scholem, Major Trenak, pp. 140- 
141 (the original is transcribed in ibid., p. 382, n. 75). See also idem, Ha-Qabbulah shel 
SeJer ha-Tern&, p p  158-159. 209. On the extreme exclusivity of those who possess 
knowledge of the name, cf: 'Osar 'Eden Ganuz, MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 158a: "The 
matter of the knowledge of the name is at the limit of concealment and hiddenness 
according to its nature, and our knowledge is short and weak. The sages who comprehend 
it add concealment to canceaimenr on account of the secrets Therefore, those who know 
it are few and, moreover, those who expound it are the select of the few." 
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phet. The philosopher (as the word in Greek indicates) is one who 
loves wisdom; the sage (hukhum) one who has acquired wisdom; and 
the prophet, who encompasses both philosopher and sage, is one who 
has received the traditions regarding the divine names.192 Mystical (or 
prophetic) gnosis, in contrast to philosophical wisdom, involves a direct . . 

transmission from master to disciple, whether through oral or written 
means. In an extraordinary passage in Mufteuh ha-Shemot Abulafia ex- 
egetically relates the mystical praxis of transmitting the name to the 
ritual of pointing to the unleavened bread at  the beginning of the Pass- 
over seder: 

Its matter is like [the recitation of] "this is the bread of amiction," for 
[transmitting the name] is like someone who says "behold, here is the bread," 
that iq the bread of affliction from which our forefathers ate in Egypt, and we 
eat it now as a way of recalling the exodus from Egypt. One points to it with 
his fingers, and this matter is [like the verse] "This is my God and I will glor- 
ify Him" (Exod. 15:2), concerning which they said that it indicates that they 
pointed to Him with a finger.193 This is the matter of the knowledge of the 
name, for they point to it with a finger just as a person teaches children by 
placing his finger on each and every letter, and he says to them, "the name of 
this letter is as follows and the name of that letter is as follows" Thus they 
acted with respect to the instruction regarding the explicit name with its let- 
ters, vowels, and its pronunciat~on. '~~ Thus God said concerning it, "This 
shall be My name forever, this My appellation for all eternity" (Exod. 3:15), 
just like one who points it out to his students with [his] fingers. He says to 
him, "This is My name," for the knowledge of the name is transmitted in a 
tradition to the perfect sages in a way that returns them to the days of their 
youth, for they teach it to them from 'ulef to taw, embracing new matters that 
never arose in their minds to hear.IY5 

lY' MS Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 150a. 
193 Deureronotriy Rabbah, ed. S. Liebermann (Jerusalem, 1965) 1: 15, p. 15; Song of 

Songs Rabbah, ed. S.  Dunaski (Jerusalem and Tel-Aviv, 1980), 4:3, p. 101. Cf. Pirqe Rabbi 
Eliezer (Warsaw, 1852), ch. 42,99b, and n. 53 of David Luria ad locum. On the use of the 
image of pointing with a finger to refer to comprehension and union that ensues there- 
from, cf. the anonymous commentary on the Torah in MS Oxford-BL 1920, fol. 3a: 
"Furthermore, they said [B. Ta'anit 31a; Mrclrush TehiNim, ed. S. Buber (Vilna, 1891), 
139aJ that in the future the Holy One, blessed be He, will dance around the righteous and 
each aud every one will point to Him with a fmger. . . . Concerning that which they said 
'w~th a finger,' this is the comprehension (Iwsagah) and the pleasure of union ('oneg 
hlryahduf) in what one comprehends, just as they said that the maidservant at the [Red] 
Sea saw that whch Ezeluel ben Buzi the Priest did not see on dry land, for they pointed to 
God with a finger, as it says, "Ttus is my God and I wiU glorify Him' (Exod. 15:2)." 

194 Abulafia's example may have been in part influenced by the midrashic comment 
that young children "would go to the schoolhouse and point to the divine names 
('uzkurot) with a finger." Cf. Tmhun~u, ed. S. Buber (Vilna, 1885). Bemidbar 10, 5b; 
Nwnhers Rubbah 2:3. In that context the word hzkaror parallels the expression 'rqorzin 
she1 melekh. suggesting that the letters of the divine name function iconically. 

I y 5  MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 65a. 
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The significance of the ritual of reciting the words U'IY xnn? U;T, "this 
is the bread of amiction," is that it involves a sense of immediacy con- 
veyed by the gesture of pointing directly to the unleavened bread with 
one's fingers. The direct and immediate quality of the mystical gnosis 
is alluded to as well in the verse, "This is my God and 1 will glorify 
Him," which according to one rabbinic interpretation involved the Is- 
raelites pointing to God with their fingers. According to this text, 
moreover, this immediacy is underscored by the fact that transmission 
of the name is compared to teaching the letters of the alphabet to chil- 
dren. Receiving knowledge of the name, theiefore, is a retrieval of the 
simplicity and directness of the child's learning the alphabet.I9(' All of 
these examples intimate that mystical knowing involves a kind of visual 
apprehension of God that would theoretically be denied by the apo- 
phatic scepticism of Maimonidean rati~nalism. '~ '  Indeed, the episternic 

lY6 Cf. Sefer ha- Yashar, MS Munich-BS 285, fols. 27a-b: "Thus when a person begins 
to study the letters of the Torah and he grows in their wisdom each and every day, he 
already participates with the elite who unify the name." 

The principal object of that visual apprehension is the letters of the Tetragramma- 
ton. Cf. Abulafia's statement in 'Ish 'Adam, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 18b: "This is [the 
meaning of] 'And the image of the Lord he will behold,' u-tzrnunur YHWH ~ ~ a h i :  
(Nurn. 12:6), that is  he would contemplate the letters of this name and their ways and 
they would tell him everything that is hidden. The proof is that [the expression] u-temururt 
YHWH yabif is numerically equal to [the expression] be-sheni YHWH yuhi!, for the 
numerical value of the closed mem in the word be-shem equals 600." Both expressions, 
therefore, equal 902. T h s  numerical equivalence supports the claim that the in~age of the 
Lord, tentunat YH WH, consists of the name of the Lord, shem YH WH, one of the central 
tenets of ancient and medieval Jewish esotericism. Cf. "Sefer ha-Ot," p. 80: "Therefore you 
are the people of the Lord, supernal holy ones who envision His name, contemplate the 
source of your intellects and see the image of Y HWH within the form of your hearts" And 
cf. ibid., p. 81: "The Lord caused me to rise in my place to praise the name of His glory 
silently and openly, and He showed me the image of His name engravedwithin my heart." 
See Idel, MysticulExperience, p. 103. Cf. Sefir ha-Huffarah, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 30a: 
1 3 h ~  31 213 KO37 +YIP n?H K"3 l"H1 u"3 ?"I? ~ l 3 v  3311D;l ow nl3a nlnu. On the 
identification of the name and the glory, cf. ibid., fol. 31a. On the association of the 
corporeal dimensions of the Shi'ur Qomah tradition and letters of the divine name, cf. 
the passage from 'Ojar 'Eden Ganuz cited below at n. 21 3. The emphasis on the direct and 
immediate transmission of knowledge about the divine names contrasts with the more 
dialectical and circumspect approach taken by Abulafia in the commentary to Sefer ha- 
Mele, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 17a: "It is necessary that one should reveal and conceal in 
accordance with what the capacity of one's wisdom attains In this way did Raziel act. . . . 
and similarly shall I, his disci~ie who ex~lains his words act for I shall hide and uncover." A 
&vine directive to reveal secrets in writing is given to Zekharyahu in "Sefer ha-&," p. 80. 
For a similar approach cf. Baruch Togarmi, Majiehor ha-Qabbalnh, in Scholem, Hu- 
Qubhulah she1 Sefer h-Temunah, p. 235; Sefer ha-Seruf; MS Munich-BS 22, fols 191a- 
b. The dialectic of concealment and disclosure espouwd by Abulafia is a hermeneutic 
adopted by other thirteenthcentury kabbalists, including Moses de Le6n. See E. R. 
Wolfson, "Circumcision, Vision of God, and Textual Interpretation: From Midrashic 
Trope to Mystical Symbol," History of Religions 27 (1987): 189-21 5, esp. 210; Liebes, 
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superiority of kabbalah over phdosophy lies in the fact that by means 
of the former the Jew alone may be ontically transformed into an an- 
gelic or divine being. The apotheosis for Abulafia is linked exclusively 
to the mystical praxis transmitted as part of the tradition: "According 
to the kabbalah all the intelligibles (rnuskallim) will be transformed 
into divine realities ('elohiyyint) and through them truth will be distin- 
guished from falsehood, life from death, and good from evil. [This 
takes place] initially in the human intellect and [then] in the divine 
through the aspect of the [letter-] c~mbina t ion ." '~~  

The tension in Abulafia is particularly evident in the following pas- 
sage in Hayye Nefesh wherein he offers the following exegesis of the 
begnning of the Decalogue, "I am the Lord your God" (Exod. 20:l): 
"The word 'I' instructs about the necessity of His existence, blessed be 
He, and the words 'the Lord your God' instruct about what it is possi- 
ble to comprehend of His essence by means of His names, and this is 
the knowledge of ~ o d . " ' ~ ~  According to Abulafia's reading, the fxst 
part of the verse accords with the apophatic orientation of Maimonides 
and the second part with the kataphatic orientation of Jewish esoteri- 
cism. In another telling passage in his Mufteuh ha-mkhmot Abulafia 
remarks that the "kabbalist adds to that which is called ma'aseh 
n~erkavuh the paths of the names and their  combination^."^^ S d a r l y ,  
in Mufteuh Im-Shemot Abulafia notes that in addition to what the phi- 
losophers know through comprehension of the intellect (hassagat ha- 
sekheo there are a "few matters that are not mentioned by them, and 
we do not know them from our knowledge but we have received them 
from the prophets. . . . Those things that were added to their words in 
accordance with what we have received are what we call in the category 
of the account of the chariot in the knowledge of the names (m'aseh 
merkavuh bi-yedi'at ha-~hemot)."~~' The view expressed in these texts 
represents an obvious departure from the strict Maimonidean approach 
that would identify mu'aseh merkavah with metaphysics, hokhmut ha- 

Studies m the Zohur, pp. 26-30. It is likely that the similarity between the respective 
hermeneutical approaches of Abulafia and Moses de Leon can be explained on the basis 
of a common source in the thought of Maimonides See E. R. Wolfson. "SeJ1.r ha- 
Rimmon: Critical Edition and Lntroductory Study," Ph.D. &ssertation, 13randeis Uni- 
versi 1986, 12-27.  

"Mafieah ha-Shemot, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 87a. It must be noted that in . - 2 .  

other contexts the apotheosis is described in mare strictly philosophical tenas Cf. the 
passage from the commentary to Sefer ha-Mel& MS Munich-BS 285, fols 12&13a, 
c~ted and discussed by Idel. Studies it1 Ecsratrc Kubbulah, p. 16. 

'" MS Munich-BS 408. fol. 71a. 
'WJ MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1686, fol. 106a. 
'O' MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 52b. 
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'elohut. Even though Abulafia appropriates Maimonides' identification 
of mu'aseh merkavah and hokhnrat ha-'elohut, it is abundantly clear 
from his writings that his understanding of these terms goes beyond the 
phdosophc interpretation.'02 Indeed, as Abulafia reminds the reader 
constantly in his compositions the real content of hokhmat hu-'elohut is 
available only to one who has received the prophetic tradition of divine 
names and not to the philosopher who intellectually contemplates the 

I principles of being. The "account of the chariot," ma'useh merkavah, is 
] above all else the knowledge of the combinations and permutations of 

the letters of the divine names (harkavut sher~z be-shem) that represents 
: the authentic repository of oral esoteric traditions203 Abulafia insists 
I , that for the kabbalist there is this additional component that is not 

available to the philosopher.204 Knowledge of secrets is reserved exclu- 

202 Idei, Languuge, Torah, and Hermeneutics, p. 51, remarks that the one goal of 

Abulafia's discussions on the account of the chariot is the "reconciliation of the traditions 
he received from his teachers with the view of Maimonides, who saw Mu'aseh hferkuvuh 
as metaphysics" In my estimation the issue that emerges from the reievant material is not 
a reconciliation of the esoteric and Maimonidean views on the part of Abulafia, but the 
simultaneous appropriation and dialectical overturning of the Maimonidean perspective 
by the esoteric traditions regardng the &vine names that are in great measure denved 
from the works of Haside Ashkenaz (the pronounced idueace of the latter upon 
Abulafia has been well noted by Idel hmself; for references see above n. 161). For a 
slightly different approach, and one more congenial to the one that I have adopted here, 
see Idel, Studies in Ecstutic Kubbolnh, p. 17. According to Idei's anaiysis in that context, 
Abulafia's appropriation of Maimonidean phlosophical terminology sewed the twofold 
purpose of ailowing Abulafia to express the significance of his mystical experiences and 
to attract the phjlosophically acute readers to the esoteric wisdom of the divine names 
See also Idel's elaborate analysis of Abulafia's complex relationshp to Maimonidean 
philosophy in "Maimonides and Kabbalah," pp. 54-78. The relationsh~p of philosophy 
and kabbalah in Abuiafia has also been recently surveyed by S. Magid, "Hasidsm in 
Transition: The Hasidic Ideology of Rabbi Gershon Henoch of Radzin in Light of 
Medieval Jewish Philosophy and Kabbala," Ph.D. dissertation, Brandels University, 
1994, pp. 83-101. 

203 See Scholem, Mujor Trenak, p. 143; idel, Mystical Experience, p. 21: idem, h- 

guage, Torah, and Hemnetlrics, pp. 18,49-52. In addition to the play on words between 
nwrkuvuh and leharkiv Abulafia also explicitly i d e n ~ e d  the mystical orchard, pardes, 
and the dvine name. Cf. Mufreuh ha-Shemot. MS NY-ITSA Mic. 1897, fol. 67b: "Thus 
[the letters] spr [have the numerical value] of [the word] shem [name] and the [letter] &let 
that remains [from the wordpurdes] is an allusion to the holy name and this is the secret of 
the Tetragrammaton, whxh is the foundation of foundations and the pillar of wisdom 
and everything depends on it. If you wish to enter pcrrdes by means of this name know 
that I wdl  open the gates of light for you." 

zw Cf. Shomer Itiipvuh, MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fols 48a--b: .'The way of tradition 

(derekh h-qubbaluh) is a way that participares with the simple meaning @eshirf) and with 
[phlosophcal] wisdom (hpkhmcrh). and it attests that both of them are true. It is 
necessary t h a  the matter should be as such. However, in the tradition there is a 
supplement of ways (rosefet clerukhirn) that are not revealed from the simple meaning 
nor counted with wisdom; they are revealed in forms that are separate from these two 
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sively for the circle of kabbalists, which is not identical with the circle 
of philosophers'05 

The transcendence of philosophical wisdom by kabbalistic gnosis is 
linked especially to the knowledge of the divine namesZo6 Thus, in one 
passage in 'Imre Shefer Abulafia criticizes the respective views of Abra- 
ham ibn Ezra and Maimonides related to the divine name for both 
present the issue in terms of rational discourse.*07 By contrast, Abulafia 
commends Nalpnanides, who well understood that matters pertaining 
to the divine names are based on an authentic tradition transmitted 
orally and not on logic or supposition.208 Most importantly, for the 
purposes of this study it must again be emphasized that mystical gnosis 
of the divine name for Abulafia implies insight into the divine nature, 
hokh~nat ha-'elohut, which is the true mahseh nwrkuvah. As he puts it 
in 'Imre Shefer: "Knowledge of the letters of the explicit name instructs 
us about the divine characteristics, properties, measurements, and attri- 

ways and they are very removed from the two of them in an absolute distance, that is, 
removed from the literalists ('mshe peshu!) and masters of wisdom (ba hle ha-hukhmuh), 
for they cannot bear the truth in their intellects on account of their ignorance of the 
received truths Therefore the kabbalist is not permitted to reveal them and explain them 
in his composition, but rather he should reveal a little and conceal twice as much. . . . The 
goal that will bring the ways of tradition to hun is the reception of the intelligible, divine, 
prophetic overflow from God, blessed be He, through the intermediary of the Active 
Intellect and the drawing down of the blessing and providence in the name of God on the 
particular and on the universal." 

" 5  Thus Abulafia achieves precisely what Maimonides could not inasmuch as the 
latter merely adopted the fonnal structure of esotericism without any positive mystical 
content. That is, Maimonides also tried to limit transmission of secrets to a special circle 
of disciples that was not identical with the circle of philosophers, but he could not justify 
t h s  since the content of the secrets theoretically and practically could be discerned 
through the powers of intellection and natural reasoning. See Altmam, "Maimonides' 
Attitude Toward Jewish Mysticism," pp. 203-204. 

'06 See Idel, "Maimonides and Kabbalah," pp. 67-68. 
'07 Cf. Shomer M h a h ,  MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fol. 45a where Abulafia mentions 

Maimonides' discussion of the divine name in the Guide ofthe Perplexed, 1.61-64, and 
then alerts the reader: "There is no need here to go over what the master already said in 
h s  book for my intention is not to copy the words of books However, my intention in t h s  
composition is to reveal in it some of the mysteries of Torah regarding the matter of the 
knowledge of the name. It is not possible for me to reveal everything to everyone, but only 
to the elite." Abulafia implies that his purpose is not to repeat what Maimonides has done 
but rather to disclose the esoteric gnosis of the name that is not found in the philosophical 
treatment. The attitude taken in this passage contrasts sharply with Abulatia's description 
m Sheva' Nerivo~ hu-Toruh, p. 20, according to which Maimonides' allusions to combina- 
tions of the letters of the divine names corresponds to Nalpnanides' statement regarding 
the nature of Torah as a continuum of names See Idel, "Maimonides and Kabbalah," 
p. 74. n. 158. 

'Imre Shefer, MS Munich-BS 40, fol. 235b. 
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butes, and no other thing but them can indicate such matters."'*' 
Through knowledge of God's names one apprehends the divine attri- 
butes, an apprehension that in turn serves as a basis for the religious 
commandment of imitatio dei. Thus, in Shomer Miswuh Abulafia inter- 
prets the verse, "You shall be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy" 
(Lev. 19:2), in the following way: "The world 'holiness' (qedushuh) 
means 'preparation' (hazmunah), that is, you are prepared to receive 
My power because I am prepared to disseminate My blessing upon you 
when you imitate Me through your attributes. Therefore the Blessed 
One informed us about His names that instruct about His attributes. 
Even the essential name is an attribute for according to the tradition 
the name YHWH is the attribute of mercy and the name Elohim the 
attribute of judgment."'" In the continuation of this passage Abulafia 
affirms the position of Maimonides, to whom he refers directly: "In the 
end it is known demonstrably that God cannot be comprehended by 
anyone other than He and all that can be comprehended about Him is 
His existence and the fact that He has no privation in any manner. His 
creatures and their existence bear witness to His being and to His eter- 
nal existence and to His unity, blessed be He. There is no way to com- 
prehend these comprehensions except by means of the truth of His ac- 
tions to which His names, blessed be He, refer."*" The Maimonidean 
perspective adopted by Abulafia clashes in an essential way with the 
older traditions regarding the divine names (culled from both exoteric 
and esoteric literature) that he also affirms without equivocation or 
qualification. These traditions challenge fundamentally the negative 
theology of Maimonides and his conception of the attributes of action. 
The acceptance of these older traditions led Abulafia to slip into kata- 
phatic language about God that would be unacceptable to a strict dis- 
ciple of Maimonides. This knowledge, as I have shown from a number 
of Abulafian texts, is attained not only through the letters but through 
the sefirot.*" In a fundamental sense the sefirot facilitate that knowl- 

209 Ibid., fol. 223a. A similar conclusion may be derived from the anonymous work of 

prophetic kabbalah, Sefer hcl-&em1; MS Munich-BS 22, fol. 191a: "This name instructs 
about the account of the chariot and according to the purpose of the [letter-] combina- 
tion, whch instructs in its intention about this wisdom, t h s  is the goal desired by man in 
the knowledge of his Master and proximity to his Creator. blessed be He." Although the 
author of this text. following Maimonides identifies ma'meh merkuvah as Cokhnmt ha- 
'elohit (fol. 190b). he clearly deviates from tus phlosophical sources by positing the 
content of this wisdom as knowledge of the dlvine name. Cf. ibid., fol. 210a. 

*I0 MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fol. 63b. 
"' Ibld. 
" I  Cf. Mafreuh ha-Shm~or, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 87a: '- taw nl-lw n inx l3  

7n11ai wi lsn ow 59 mvn3 n i i 7m.  
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edge for only when one receives the intellectual overflow can one know 
the mysteries of the divine name. 

Abulafia's blend of philosophical rationalism and an esoteric under- 
standing of the divine attributes can be seen from the following descnp- 
tion in Shomer Miswah of a process that he refers to as the "inversion 
of the attributes," hirhappekhut ha-trtilklot, a central theme in his writ- 
ings that has not been previously discussed in the scholarly literature. 
In this context Abulafia associates this process with the priestly bles- 
sing: 

By way of secret, "the fiery ever-turning sword" (Gen. 3:24),213 and by 
way [of the verse] "The Lord your God turned the curse into a blessing for 
you, for the Lord your God loves you" (Deut. 23:6). The inversion of the at- 
tributes is a matter that confirms the way of our redemption. . . . The evidence 

' I 3  Cf. Mufieuh hu-Shemof, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fol. 65a: ni~!~;ln;l;l 117 537 
~p ona n w  iu  Dn ziw ~ I P  uia nxann;l zlna ua', ~*?IY '?u ;m'w u:~? 
yn -  annw ?'?an 3n l  uia x n a  no 131 iz?'? 131 IZIW pn'ma 777 '?u inn 
zn3n;l n i l3  lo', ~inu '?  l n ~ 3 ; n  ',unwa'?x WIID .J-IOW m n  Vanx On the interchange of 
the attributes of judgment and mercy, connected especially to the process of creation, cf. 
Mufieah ha-Shemor, MS NY-JTSA Mic. 1897, fols 54b-55a. T h s  interchange is also 
associated with the dual character of MeFtron as a good and evil force, symbolized 
respectively as the judgmental Satan and the merciful angel. Cf. the commentary to Sefer 
ha-Melis, MS Munich-BS 285, fol. 15a: "This is the spirit of Samael and know that Bs 
opposite is the angel, and from him you will know that the one who is merciful is the 
judge and also that the judge is the one who is merciful." Cf. ' O p r  'Eden Gunuz, MS 
Oxford-BL 1580, fol. 163a: "Thus I have combined for you combinations from which you 
will be able to change the attributes of the sun and moon that are changed in name. ... 
T h s  is the name of sar h-punim yhwh who is constantly transformed for his name is yhwh 
nzetufron sur ha-punitn." On the dialectical relationship of Satan and Metatron, see 
Scholem, Ha-Qubbuluh she1 Sefer h-Ternunuh, p. 167. In several passages Abulalia 
portrays the relationship of Satan (or Samael) and Metatron in terms of the imaginative 
and intellective hculties See Idel, Studies in Ecs~uric Kubbuluh, pp. 35-36, 39. On the 
phenomenon of h~ppukh hu-midor, cf. Sha'are Sedeq, pp. 17-18. In that context (p. 18) 
the transformation of the attribute of judgment into the attribute of mercy is connected 
exegetically with the image of the "fiery ever-turning sword" that transforms the che- 
rubim. The relevant passage is cited by Idel, Kubbaiah: New Perspectives, p. 340, n. 188. 
Cf. Sefer ha-Sew; MS Munich-BS 22, fols 184a-b. In a second text in Sha'are Sedeq, 
p. 27, the "fiery ever-turning sword" is interpreted (perhaps on the basis of the Guide of 
the Perplexed 1.49) as an allegory for the imaginative faculty ( k h  ha-uh~yoni) depicted 
as a polished mirror that reflects ever-changing forms In that context as well there is 
discussion of the transformation of the back into the front. An Enghsh translation of ths  
passage is found in Mujor Treiufs, p. 155. The activity of transformation is also affirmed 
in the visionary experience recounted in '.Sefer ha-dt," p.82: "I opened my eyes, 1 glanced 
and I saw, and behold a spring of seventy languages flowed from between the letter of his 
forehead. That man called the letter of his forehead the deadly polson (sum muwet) and I 
called ~t the elixir of life (sum k v y i m )  for I transmuted it from death to life. The man saw 
the transmutation that I performed for the glory of the God of Israel and he was very 
happy wtth me and he blessed me with an eternal blessing." For discussion of th s  vision 
see Idel. Mysrrcal Experrence. pp. 95. 97, 1 1 3. 
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that explains this secret is revealed from what is said concerning the matter of 
the priestly blessing. When the priests turn their faces to the congregation to 
bless them and when they turn their faces away from the congregation after 
they bless, they should not turn except by way of the right side in every place. 
Similarly, every turning that a person turns should be by way of the right side. 
The sages, blessed be their memory, already said that when Israel fulfill the 
will of the Holy One, blessed be He, the left becomes right."4 And they said 
that there is no left above, but the ones on the right acquit and the ones on 
the left condemn.'" From the fact that they said "he lifted his right hand and 
his left hand" followed by "and he swore" (Dan. 12:7) you can comprehend 
the secret of the liftin of the hands . . . by the, ten fingers of the hands, five 
corresponding to five. 86 
The influe~~ce of theurgic interpretations of the priestly blessing in kab- 
balistic sources, particularly Sefer llu-Bahir and Nahmanides, is evident 
here even though they are not mentioned explicitly.217 Most significant, 
for Abulafia too the mystical secret of the priestly ritual of lifting the 
hands is to effect a change in the balance of power in the celestial 
realm, to transform the attribute of judgment on the left into an attri- 
bute of mercy on the right. The secret is enacted, moreover, in the bod- 
ily gesture of the priest turning toward and away from the congregation 
by facing his right. The key point to emphasize is the dynamic concep- 
tion of the divine attributes implicitly associated with the se$rot. In- 
deed, given the implicit correlation of the ten fingers and the ten 
sejirot, and the further division of the ten fingers into the left and right 
hands, which correspond respectively to the attributes of judgment and 
mercy, it can be said that in a fundamental sense the sefirotic potencies 
represent these two divine qualities. Thus, in an  interpretation of the 
priestly blessing in 'Osur 'Eden Ganuz, which is a highly condensed ver- 
sion of the discussion in Shorner Miswuh, Abulafia writes: "The raising - 
of his hands is to straighten out the attributes by means of the sefiror. 
-- 

214 Cf. Mekhiltu de-Rubbi Ishtuttl, ed. H .  S. Horovitz and I. A. Rabin (Jerusalem, 
1970), Masekhta de-Shrah, ch. 5. p. 134; Midrulz Tunhunu (Jerusalem, 1965), Beshallah 
15. 

21S The midrdshic passage to which Abulafia refers does not reject the use of anthro- 
pomorphic imagery in general but the positing of a left side above. The claim that there is 
only a right without left indicates that there is no demonic or impure force in the div~ne. 
Cf. Song of Songs Ruhbuh, 1: 13, p. 13. 

216 MS Paris-BN heb. 853, fols 52b-53a. Cf. ibid.. fol. 73b. and the passages from 

Ner 'Elohim cited above in n. 123. 
"7 Cf. Sejer ha-BaIzrr # 123- 124 and Nabanides '  commentary to Exod. 17:12, 

30:19. In th~s  connection it is of interest to consider Abulafia's explanation of the words, 
"thus his hands remained steady" (Exod. 17:12) in Muftz4  hu-Sh'hm~or, MS NY-JTSA 
Mic. 1897, fol. 89b: "By the power of the ten s r f i i  of the lingers of the hands that are 
known to the kabbalista" This explanation seems to be based on Nahamdes '  commen- 
tary to this verse, which in turn reflects the influence of SefLr hu-Buhrr 4 138. 
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... The left hand pushes away and the right hand brings and 
when Israel fulfill the will of the Holy One, blessed be He, the left be- 
comes right, for righteousness is in His right and justice in His left, as 
it says, 'Righteousness and justice are the base of Your throne' (Ps 
89:15).""9 Let me reiterate yet one more time that I am not suggesting 
that Abulafia adopted a theurgic interpretation of the divine hypostases 
akin to the theosophic kabbalists Indeed, in the continuation of the 
passage from 'Owr 'Eden Gunuz, Abulafia attenuates the force of the 
theurgic explanation of the priestly blessing by emphasizing that all 
language said with respect to the divine attributes ( m a o t  ha-'elohiyyot) 
must be interpreted allegorically (derekh rneshalim we-hicldot), equivo- 
cally (derekh shemot meshutafin), as refemng to imaginary forms (wrot 
dimyonot), or simply as reflecting the characteristics of human attri- 
butes (derekh mmlddotenu ha-nirn~a'ot).'~~ The point I am raising is sim- 
ply that his conception of the divine attributes did not emerge solely on 
the basis of the philosophical notion of disembodied intellects There is 
a genuine tension in his thought between the midrashic-theosophic no- 
tion of God's attributes and the rationalist approach. 

It may be concluded that Abulafia's understanding of the sefirot de- 
parts in a significant way from Maimonides' conception of the separate 
intellects. Abulafia adopts the Maimonidean perspective for he identi- 
fies the sefirot as separate intellects, but he concomitantly appropriates 
older esoteric traditions, probably through the medium of Haside Ash- 
kenaz, according to which the sefirot represent divine attributes or 
names. The sefirot, therefore, impart knowledge of God to the initiate 
in a way that is not comparable to the function of the separate intellects 
in a strict philosophical system. The dialectical overcoming of the phi- 
losophical approach is underscored in Abulafia's claim that the glorious 
name, shem ha-nikhhad, "was revealed to Moses our master, peace be 
upon him, to indicate the potency of this great, powerful, and awesome 
name, and to indicate that the limit of its holiness and power is in ten 
and not less, and these are the ten souls and the ten intellects that dis- 
cern the tenth soul of the ten souls, and they dwell within bodies that 
move on account of their will and follow the mind of the one guide, for 
he speaks and they answer him. Those that are led are the nine bodies 
and the one who guides them is the one, and it is known that the letter 
yod, the first letter of the name of God, has the numerical value of 

"' B. Sotah 472. 
"9 MS Oxford-BL 1580, fols 154b  155a 
lX Ibid., fol. 155a. 
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ten."2'1 It is obvious that the yod symbolizes the tenth of the separate 
intellects, the sekhel ha-po'el, for it contains withn itself all ten intel- 
lects This potency, moreover, represents the divine name inasmuch as 
the latter begins with yod whose numerical value is ten. Apprehension 
of the Active Intellect, therefore, entails comprehension of the divine 
essence that is iconically concretized in the letters of the Tetragramma- 
ton. The ancient occult teaching regarding the name is cloaked by Abu- 
lafia in the language of Maimonidean metaphysics and physics, but the 
logic of his own argument necessitates the acceptance of a sphere of 
knowledge that transcends the philosophical. Simply put, for Abulafia 
hokhmat ha- Plohur denotes divine wisdom (esoteric gnosis) rather than 
divine science (discursive metaphysics)."2 This wisdom, which com- 
prises the two aspects of kabbalah, yubbalat ha-sefirot and yabhrrlat hu- 
shemot. underscores that irreducible aspect of Jewish esotericism char- 
acteristic of Abulafia's voluminous corpus that cannot be homologized 
as a philosophical truth. Perhaps the point is best expressed by Abula- 
fia himself in 'Osur 'Edm Ganuz: "Indeed, I am informing you from 
now that the knowledge of God in truth cannot be known from Sekr 
Yesirah exclusively, even with knowledge of all its commentaries that 
have been mentioned, or from the Moreh hu-Nevukhitn exclusively, even 
with knowledge of all its commentaries The two [kinds of] knowledge 
of these two books must be joined together and the two wisdoms united 

22 1 'Intre Shefer, MS Munich-BS 40, fols 235b-236a. In the continuation of this text 

Abulafia relates the negative signification of the letter yod as the evil inclination. Indeed, 
Abulafia speaks of the transformation (hithappekhut) of the good into the evil. The 
Active Intellect is thus characterized as an androgynous being, a point related by 
Abulafia to the rabbinic notion that Adam was created two-faced (1'~lxio 1'7). For 
Abulafia these two faces correspond to matter and form related to yon and he', the first 
two letters of the Tetragrammaton whch have the same numerical value as the whole 
name. The androgynous quality is contained in the lettervod inasmuch as the consonants 
of ?"lV are the same as those of the word 1'7. 

222 The distinction that I am drawing is reflected in the respective Arabic expressions 
'ibn ilahi and hikmr iluhi.vuh, "divine xience" and "divine wisdom," used in Islamic 
sources The Arabic hiknzat iluhiyuh, as its Hebrew equivalent hokhn~ur ha- 'eloltut, is an 
exact rendering of the word "theosophy" derived from the Greek thros, "God," and 
sophiu, "wisdom." Theosophy implies wisdom concerning God or things divine that is 
accesible through mystical insight or gnosis rather than through rational intellection or 
logical suppns~tion. For many medieval Islamic thinkers hikma embraced and was almost 
identical to ' i h ,  but according ro others the two must be distinguished for hlktna 
transcends 'ilnf or fulsaju. See A. M .  Goichon's entry on hikma in The Ency~.lc)puedia 
of Islmt, New Edition, ed. B. Lewis, V. L. Menage, Ch. Pellat and J. Schacht (Leiden, 
1986), 3:377-378: H. Corbin. Illsror,: of'Lrlatizic Phrlosophy. trans. L. Sherrard with the 
assislance of I? Sherrard (London and New York, 1993). pp. xv and 5. In this connection 
it is important to recall Idel's suggestion that Abu1afia.s sevenfold method of interpreta- 
tion may reflect Lhe influence of Islamic sources See Language, Torah, and Hennenrurirs, 
pp. 83 and 188, n. 5. 
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in one, which is the final purpose.""3 The mandate is to unite two 
distinct forms of knowledge and not to reduce one to  the other. Indeed, 
the combination of Jewish esotericism, represented by StIfer Yesirah, 
which comprises the two forms of kabbalah, and philosophical specula- 
tion, typified by Maimonides' Guide of the Perplexed, did not always 4 

entail a harmonious synthesis. On the contrary, in some instances the Orality in the Kabbalistic School of Nahmanides: 
view espoused by Abulafia openly challenged a basic tenet of Maimoni- 
dean philosophy. In the final analysis, transmission of the divine names, Preserving and Interpreting Esoteric 
which is the essence of kabbalah, is a matter that lies beyond rational Traditions and Texts 
discourse. What is true in Maimonides is so only insofar as it conforms 
to the canons of this tradition. DANIEL ABRAMS 

One of the central problems for the understanding of the development of 
the early Kabbalah is the role of orality in written esoteric works. Two 
trends mark the origins of the Kabbalah as told by the first Kabbalists: the 
oral transmission of traditions which begin with the revelation of Elijah to 
R. Abraham ben David of Posquiers and the continued preservation of 
ancient oral traditions which date back to the revelation to Moses at Sinai. 
These two explanations concerning the literary emergence of Kabbaiistic 
thought in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries mirror modem scholar- 
ship's approach to the early Kabbalah. 

Gershom Scholem accepted the general historical framework indicated 
by the revelation of Elijah, arguing that 'gnostic' myth influenced the 
Rabbinic world of medieval Europe, thereby creating the impetus for the 
Kabbalah. For Scholem, the Kabbalah was therefore a new and innovative 
system of thought which emerged for the first time in medieval Europe due 
to the penetration of foreign sources.' Alternatively, Moshe Idel has 
pursued a more conservative approach historically, accepting as a worlung 
hypothesis the predominant claim of most Kabbalists that traditions have 
been transmitted orally for generations In numerous studies, most notably 
his Kabbalah: New ~ e r s ~ e c t i v e s , ~  Idel has tried to trace the history of an 
ideational structure of Kabbalistic thought within Jewish texts His 
phenomenological approach has lead to comparisons of Kabbalistic 
thought and various Jewish texts which predate the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries 

See  his Origins of the Kubbklh (note 5) .  See also M. Idel, 'Rabbinism Versus 
Kabbalism: On G. Scholem's Phenomenology of Judaism', Modern Judaism 1 1  (1991), 

12' MS Oxford-BL 1580, fols 16b- 17a. See Scholem, Ha-Qcrbbcrlah she1 ~ e f e r  ha- pp. 28 1-296. 
Temunah, p. 15 1 * New Haven and London 1988. 

Jewish Studies Quarterly, vol. 3 (1996) 
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